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‘‘Street art’’ is an emerging form of graffiti art that was popularized in the 1990s. I
argue that street artists seek to subvert the perceived power of corporate marketing
while simultaneously engaging in brand-name marketing. This is made possible by
an original overlapping of the aesthetic domains of street art and marketing, in
which contemporary marketing campaigns and street artists alike work with the
aesthetics of subversion and personal liberation. I suggest that street art is to be
understood as a self-referential comment on its relationship to marketing.

STREET ART SUBCULTURE

This study concerns street art and its relationship to brand-name marketing. The
term ‘‘street art’’ refers to a growing graffiti movement that has been increasingly
popular since the early 1990s and that draws on various media such as stencils,
posters and stickers. These are forms not traditionally used in American graffiti.
Enigmatic posters by artists such as Buff Monster, Obey, Branded, 20mg and
others can be seen ‘‘wheatpasted’’ on Los Angeles electric utility boxes from
the Westside to Echo Park and downtown to Pasadena. Spray-painted stencils
[Figure 1] are often to be spotted on sidewalks, especially on hip Melrose
Boulevard. Tiki Jay One’s iconic Ester Island statues can be seen in Hollywood
and up and down the coast, especially in the South Bay. Stickers are found on
the backs of street signs, on poles and benches, and just about anywhere in the
city with a smooth surface. This ‘‘community’’ has left its mark in almost every
part of Los Angeles.

This new movement in street art is aesthetically quite different from traditional
graffiti; however, many street artists working with these media also produce
graffiti or were graffiti writers in the past, and graffiti artists and street artists
alike attempt to achieve fame through their eponymous artwork. Thus the street
art community both overlaps with and is distinguished from graffiti-writing
communities reported on in recent years [Castleman 1982; Ferrell 1996; Lachman
1988; Phillips 1999]. Los Angeles street artists also share many affinities with
other street art communities everywhere in the world, but especially across the
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United States, Australia and Europe. Similar artistic communities, often drawing
their influence as much from pop art as traditional graffiti, are sometimes
referred to under the monikers of ‘‘post-graffiti’’ or ‘‘new graffiti.’’ This article,
however, limits itself to the Los Angeles street art community.

Confounding many understandings of street art in particular and subcultures
in general, street artists in Los Angeles use a discourse of resistance to advertis-
ing while many of them ironically use their art as a form of advertising. In this
essay I first consider the subversive potential of street art. Often referred to as
‘‘the art of getting up,’’ street art and graffiti are situated as soulful, street-wise
expressions made in opposition to the so-called mainstream. Street artists and
subcultural theorists alike talk about street art as subversive, almost revolution-
ary. How then, I ask, do these artists come to participate in the marketing strate-
gies of the mainstream culture that they claim to resist? I describe the ironies
inherent in this ostensible resistance, and demonstrate that artists are aware of,
enjoy, and seek to maximize the ironic qualities of street art. Furthermore, I argue
that marketers are equally comfortable producing ostensibly subversive aesthetic
work. I aim to portray how street artists navigate this subculture and the world of
marketing by producing irreverent and self-contradictory artwork.

In 2005 I conducted ethnography of the Los Angeles street art community.
During this research I met dozens of prominent street artists, including every

Figure 1 A four-layer stencil by Tiki Jay One from his trip to the San Francisco Bay Area. (Photo
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artist whose work was widely recognized in the community. I attended gallery
openings, parties and art shows. I spent time with artists as they printed posters,
made stickers, and stole or purchased their supplies. I conducted interviews and
accompanied artists on ‘‘missions.’’ I frequented websites affiliated with local
and national street-art communities and participated in message-board discus-
sions. The prime motivation for those artists to become involved in the project
was that I was producing an ethnographic film in which they wished to be fea-
tured. The film became a powerful ethnographic tool, and some informants
became filmmaking collaborators. All but one of the artists that I met were male.
The one female interviewee was specifically sought out because she was female,
and is the only female street artist that I met in Los Angeles. Most were white and
middle-class, and ranged in age from 18 to 35. Several of the artists I met had
started as traditional graffiti writers and had later become attracted to street
art, whereas for others this was the first time that they had done art on the street.
Many were current or former art students. All were quick to point out that, even
in the earliest days of the traditional graffiti scene in New York that so many of
them emulate, the graffiti art community was far more racially and economically
diverse than was commonly understood. In a community heavily concerned with
the production of fame, my status as a filmmaker made me a significant actor in
the street art community.

STREET ART AS SUBVERSION

It is tempting to see street art as resistant or subversive toward a perceived
mainstream. The content of street art is often explicitly anti-authority and anti-
mainstream, and the street art form is inherently law-breaking. Street art often
mocks and undermines the aesthetics of authority [Figure 2]. The style and
rhetoric of resistance and subversion are powerfully present in the street art com-
munity. Street artists present themselves as streetwise, sharp, expressive and
thoughtful, and operate in a space where criticizing the ‘‘mainstream’’ carries a cer-
tain cachet. Certainly, many accounts of British and North American subcultures
have emphasized a dichotomous relationship between subcultures and the
so-called mainstream, parent culture that they were supposedly separated from
and opposed to. NormanMailer’s essay, The White Negro [1957], claimed that mem-
bers of subcultures were hip as opposed to the mainstream conformists who were
square. The hip affiliated themselves with African-American culture, which Mailer
saw as being less civilized and therefore less encumbered and repressed by civiliza-
tion. Graffiti were thus seen as an assertion of primitivism against the modern city
[Mailer 1974]. Later approaches to subculture, while more mature than Mailer’s
essentializing essay, reinforced this dichotomous view. Dick Hebdige was the fore-
most figure of the CCCS (Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies) ‘‘Gramscian
semiotic’’ approach, in which subcultural style was seen as semiotically resisting
and subverting the hegemonic style of the mainstream. In the CCCS approach, sub-
cultures represent ‘‘noise’’ [Hebdige 1979: 133], as opposed to the ‘‘teeth gritting
harmony’’ between the state and the dominant ideology [Althusser 1971: 150]. Sub-
cultures and their visual styles are thus imbued with a subversive potential.
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Theories of graffiti have seen it as an artistic materialization of this subversive
potential. Like Hebdige’s [1979] discussion of ‘‘noise,’’ Susan Stewart describes
graffiti using Mary Douglas’s [1966] idea of ‘‘dirt.’’ Graffiti are likened to matter
out of place, representing a threat to the ‘‘system of meaning by which surfaces
acquire value, integrity and significance’’ [Stewart 1991: 216]. Criminologists as
well have looked at subcultures for their subversive potential, arguing that they
subvert the dominant ‘‘mainstream’’ values of sobriety, restraint and control
through carnivalesque laughter [Ferrell 1996, 2001; Ferrell et al. 2004, Presdee
2000]. Ferrell [1996], in his ethnographic study of graffiti, suggests that it is an
anarchistic practice opposed to mainstream and statist systems of control. Graffiti
is thus a ‘‘crime of style’’ [Ferrell 1996: 168] which is a challenge to the ‘‘aesthet-
ics of authority.’’ It ‘‘reclaims space’’ [Ferrell 1996: 187] for anarchistic play
[Ferrell, 1996: 161]. ‘‘The politics of graffiti,’’ continues Ferrell, ‘‘are those of
anarchism’’ [1996: 172]. These theoretical approaches look to subcultures for
the resistance to the mainstream that they are assumed to provide. In this, they
have a tendency to essentialize subcultures and appropriate them toward a
binary view of domination and resistance. The emergence in the 1990s of
‘‘post-subcultural studies’’ saw a move away from earlier theorists’ tendencies
toward a description of ‘‘subculture as hero,’’ in which subcultures are seen as
heroically opposing mainstream systems of meaning and knowledge. They
understand youth cultures as being ‘‘characterized by far more complex stratifi-
cation than that suggested by a simple dichotomy of ‘monolithic mainstream’—
’resistant subcultures’ ’’ [Muggleton and Weinzierl 2003: 7].

I find it useful conceptually to draw an analogy between the stated motives of
many Los Angeles street artists and Situationist theory, in order to illuminate

Figure 2 Zoso admits that his image of a monkey in a suit bears resemblance to former President
Bush. (Image courtesy of Zoso One).
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some themes of resistance. The Situationist International was a multi-disciplinary
group of post-Marxist theorists during the 1950s and 1960s who sought to
describe and contest what they saw as the inauthenticity of life under image-
mediated capitalism [Debord 1967; Knabb 1981; Sadler 1998]. There are, to be
sure, real links between Situationist thought and the progenitors of early street
art: the early stencil artists Gee Vaucher and Blek le Rat were influenced by
the Situationists in the late 1970s and early 1980s. The street artist Shepard Fairey
has made reference to the Situationists, and Guy Debord himself relates
Situationist theory to the poster art of May 1968 [Debord 1994]. However, I
use this analogy only to help draw attention to and elucidate certain themes in
contemporary street art, not to imply a real link in every case.

Many street artists believe that image-mediated capitalism generates a world-
view in the consumer that mirrors Situationist theories of capitalism. This quo-
tation by the street artist Kof of Project Rabbit, which I will cite again later, is
an example of this:

Well, I feel like so many people, especially in Los Angeles, are so deep-rooted in their
habits and the way that they experience life. I mean, growing up here my entire life,
I’ve seen that mainly people my age and people that are growing up now, regardless of
if they’re really rich or they’re really poor, they come up in the same kind of media-crazed
world. Where you can’t turn around without seeing a billboard or an advertisement. You
can’t turn on the television or go on the internet without having some sort of ad pop up
right in your face and tell you to buy something or subliminally tell you how to be. And a
lot of people walk around and they’ve got their little lives and they’ve got their little jew-
elry and their little gear that they wear and that’s them and that’s who they are. And that’s
who they feel they have to be in order to get by. And I feel if they can look at something
and be distracted from that crazed mentality for a second they’re being set free in a way.
They’re kind of having a break from knowing exactly what it is that they’re being told by
every message. And I really don’t feel that my street art has a message at all. I mean, I put
up rabbit posters. [Figure 3]

Here Kof has an understanding similar to the Situationists of a media-crazed
world that creates a crazed mentality of consumerism. One of the terms utilized
in Situationist literature that I find applicable here is ‘‘the Spectacle.’’ The Spectacle
is simultaneously a worldview and ‘‘a social relationship between people that is
mediated by images’’ [Debord 1967: 12]. Like Marxist false consciousness, it is
the outcome and the goal of the dominant mode of production which appropriates
the natural and human environment and ‘‘epitomizes the prevailing model of
social life’’ [Debord 1967: 13]. This particular form of ‘‘non-life,’’ as Guy Debord
[1967: 12] calls it, is related to late capitalism’s emphasis on image, and on the
production of image as a commodity [Debord 1967: 26]. This, Debord [1967: 32]
and Kof both seem to argue, explains the culture of consumerism. Another aspect
of Kof’s statement that I find interesting is his assertion that his art has the ability
to distract individuals and thus set them free. The hope is that an unexpected
piece of art that resembles an advertisement and yet has no message will cause
the viewers to question their worldview. It is, to some extent, the antidote to the
purported crazed, media-induced mentality. Street art as an advertisement with
no product was a common theme throughout much of the phenomenon.
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The artist Branded also seeks to subvert commercial imagery through his art.
Branded explains that his artwork is about ‘‘just how inundated we are with
advertisements. Especially in Los Angeles. I mean, everything is about branding
yourself.’’ He says, ‘‘Everything we do is branded. Everything we wear. We’re
always wearing logos. We shop to make ourselves feel better. I want people to
question and,’’ he pauses, ‘‘give me props.’’ Again there is, first, the theme of
the image-as-commodity, in this case particularly brand names, permeating
and controlling all aspects of life. Second, there is the idea that presenting some-
thing that is like an advertisement and yet meaningless causes people to question
the nature of advertising. These themes are by no means limited to these two
artists. I find them in the work of many street artists.

I believe that the street artist Shepard Fairey is responsible for the popularity of
these themes in street art. Shepard Fairey, an extremely popular and influential
street artist and architect of the wildly successful Obey street art campaign, simi-
larly sees his art as causing people to question the nature of propaganda and
advertising, because his art is propaganda for something that does not exist.
His 1989 Manifesto states:

The OBEY campaign attempts to enable people to see clearly something that is right before
their eyes but obscured; things that are so taken for granted that they are muted by
abstract observation [. . .] The OBEY sticker attempts to stimulate curiosity and bring
people to question both the sticker and their relationship with their surroundings. Because
people are not used to seeing advertisements or propaganda for which the product or

Figure 3 Kof’s iconic white rabbit. (Image courtesy of Kof).
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motive is not obvious, frequent and novel encounters with the sticker provoke thought,
and possible frustration, nevertheless revitalizing the viewer’s perception and attention
to detail. The sticker has no meaning but exists only to cause people to react, to contem-
plate and search for meaning in the sticker . . . [Fairey 1989]

Again there is an assertion that there is no inherent meaning in his artwork
and that this will cause the viewers to question their assumptions about their
surroundings, especially advertising. The art is thus demystifying: it causes
clarity of thought and a more authentic understanding of the individual’s media
environment through the presentation of conspicuously meaningless images.

This method of contesting the domination of reality by the image-as-
commodity bears similarities to the Situationist concept of détournement. Détour-
nement refers to the reuse of pre-existing artistic elements in a new ensemble,
resulting in the loss of importance or ‘‘devaluation’’ of these elements [Debord
1981: 55]. These street artists canvas the city with their evocative imagery, simu-
lating advertising but, so they claim, the images are inherently meaningless and
thus draw attention to, denaturalize and devalue advertisements. Indeed, street
artists put up their work in many of the same places as informal street-level
advertisements in Los Angeles, so that they are not easily distinguishable from
advertisements. Blank billboards are particularly popular canvases, and I quickly
discovered that there was a network of information about the location of prime
unused advertising space. Détournement, in this case, is the new use of the
medium of advertising that attests to the ‘‘wearing out’’ [Debord 1981: 45–46]
of its utility; it seeks to render advertising useless.

One final Situationist term that I find analogically useful is the concept of the
‘‘Situation.’’ The construction of Situations, as Guy Debord [1981: 35] claims,
‘‘begins on the ruins of the modern Spectacle,’’ and consists in ‘‘the concrete con-
struction of momentary ambiances of life and their transformation into a superior
passional quality.’’ That is to say that Situations are the antithesis of the inauthen-
tic non-life created by the Spectacle, and are rather the authentic, invigorating,
and passionate living of ‘‘real life.’’ The central idea of the Situationists, at least
early in their history, was to create these Situations, and I find something similar
in the stated motives of many street artists. They, like the Situationists, seek to
create a passionate and emotionally involving city rather than a utilitarian one.
They enjoy it that their work evokes responses. ‘‘I want to surprise people,’’ says
Tiki Jay, ‘‘I want to put a smile on their face. I want to make them laugh if I can.
You know? There’s a lot I like to do.’’ Branded as well claims that he likes to
make people laugh with his work. At the same time, the ambiguity of their work
allows the art to provoke many diverse and contradictory responses, and street
artists enjoy that aspect of it.

Some artists likewise claim that their involvement in street art has made their
urban environment more meaningful to them. ‘‘I’m aware of the city now,’’ says
Branded, ‘‘I mean, I know the city better than I ever did. I have a love for the city
now. I don’t really see myself living anywhere [else] permanently, just because
once you get to know somewhere so well you kind of look at it as home.’’ So
there is a sense in which doing street art creates a sense of place in the city. Tiki
Jay also feels like he has personalized the city for himself. He says, ‘‘It’s almost
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like a diary of where I’ve been,’’ and ‘‘there’s streets I just won’t drive down
because I’m not up there.’’ Again, this reflects an assertion of the right of access
to public space by the people who inhabit the city, as well as an invigorated
sense of place. Street artists therefore do not see their art as ‘‘matter out of place’’
[Stewart 1991], or as re-appropriating space [Ferrell 1996]. Rather; artists take
pride in having discriminating eyes that can identify unused, forgotten spaces
where they might put their work and not have it taken down. Abandoned
buildings, in-between spaces, utility boxes, and the back-sides of signs all offer
prime space for street art; even street art connoisseurs and anthropologists
may learn to train themselves in this new way of seeing the city.

Street art in many ways does carry themes of resistance, which I have charac-
terized by the rhetoric of Spectacle, détournement and Situation. Street artists chal-
lenge the aesthetics of authority [Ferrell 1996] and seek to denaturalize what they
see as an image-saturated environment, especially advertisements, by presenting
meaningless quasi-advertisements. They also landmark and recreate the city in a
way that they find appropriate, thus challenging the hegemonic control of space
by city planners and businesses. In doing this, street artists strive to create a city
that is conducive to passion rather than utility, democracy rather than hegemony,
and authenticity rather than non-life.

THE BUSINESS OF ‘‘GETTING UP’’ AND THE ART OF MARKETING

It would be a mistake to describe street art subculture as simply resistant to the
mainstream or even particularly marketing. Shepard Fairey, one of the artists I
use as an example of an agent of resistance, has very successfully marketed his
street art campaign as a brand name, and many other street artists that I met wish
similarly to market their art as a brand. Obey, the moniker of Shepard Fairey’s
street art campaign, is now a brand name. Shirts, hats, belts, and other forms of
Obey apparel can be purchased worldwide in stores like Urban OutfittersTM. This
conversion of a street art campaign into a brand name is, in effect, the conversion
of street art into advertising, the very object of its ostensible subversion. Further-
more, it would seem to undermine the power of these supposedly conspicuously
meaningless images, and contradict the stated project of street art. However, this
is at the same time the ultimate illustration of Fairey’s expanded 1990 Manifesto,
written one year after his first manifesto, which states that: ‘‘Another phenom-
enon the sticker has brought to light is the trendy and CONSPICUOUSLY
CONSUMPTIVE nature of many members of society. For those who have been
surrounded by the sticker, its familiarity and cultural resonance is comforting
and owning a sticker provides a souvenir or keepsake, a memento’’ [Fairey
1990]. The commodification of the Obey campaign has been the complete acting
out of Fairey’s ‘‘experiment in Phenomenology’’ [Fairey 1989], the goal of which
was to see how society and individuals would react to a meaningless image.
Fairey seems to be saying that today all images are already commodities, and that
corporate brands are empty signifiers, just like his image of André the Giant.

Other street artists, many of whom were inspired to become street artists by
the Obey campaign, want to replicate Shepard Fairey’s entrepreneurial success.

Street Art and Marketing 105



This leads to even more profound contradictions in their street art campaigns.
Branded, for example, would like to market his street art as a brand name, exactly
what he claims to be calling into question. He says, ‘‘I’m sure I will sell some-
thing in the future, I’m not going to lie. We all want to make money and I want
to do it with something I love. Umm, but I guess at that point it kind of trivializes
myself. I’m kind of paying myself to sell my own product and to go out and put
up my own product. So I’m almost like a one-man shop. You know, like those
limousine services with the big signs, and the taxi services.’’ Here, Branded
recognizes the hypocrisy of marketing his critique of brand-name marketing.
Kof would also like to market his Project Rabbit campaign as a brand: ‘‘I think
it’s really interesting to have your art be a brand and have it represent a commer-
cial thing, but it’s still your artistic expression. I think it makes your product—be
it t-shirt, skateboards, whatever—have more depth. Because it’s not just an artis-
tic idea, it’s now a physical thing that people can go out and buy.’’ In this case,
advertising is actually seen as being an extension of a street art project. In some
cases, marketing the art has been the artist’s intent from the beginning. Zoso
One is an example of this: ‘‘I guess as far as my grand plan, I don’t know if
I’ve ever told anyone this: my grand scheme as far as why I do it is exposure. Just
like get my name out there and one day when I’m selling t-shirts to everyone
[laughs] they’ll say ‘Yeah, I saw that on a street sign a year ago, that’s cool. I’ll
buy that t-shirt.’ ’’ These street artists are therefore producing their street art as
a form of advertising.

How can this obvious contradiction occur on such a wide scale and still be
accepted in the street art community? Of course, one could consider street art
within the history of pop art, looking to, for example, Andy Warhol’s ‘‘Camp-
bell’s Soup Cans’’ for an earlier example of the fuzzy relationship between art
and marketing. However, I argue that pop artists never claimed that their art
had the potential for the revolutionary disenchantment of advertising in the same
way that street artists do. More than any pop artist, these street artists at first
seem to be saying one thing while doing quite another. Before considering the
motivations of the artists to transform their art into brand names, one must
understand the context in which this occurs. At the same time that street artists
are increasingly turning toward advertising, advertisers are increasingly turning
toward street art, making the line between economic and cultural production
increasingly unclear. Frank [1997] illustrates how advertising firms in the 1960s
came to embrace rather than reject the so-called counterculture. In doing so, they
began to target particular demographic categories and benefit from diverse iden-
tities. Therefore, Frank [1997: 8] argues, the counterculture was not just a
grass-roots movement: it was equally triggered by changes in the mainstream.
‘‘Hipness’’ and anti-establishmentarianism became powerful marketing tools,
and advertisement did not simply co-opt a previously authentic counterculture,
it co-shaped it. Frank further argues that the principles of the counterculture
were largely compatible with those of the concurrent business revolution. One
outcome of this is that pitting ‘‘hip’’ against authority or capitalism, according
to Frank, simply makes no sense. Rather, consumer capitalism can and does
thrive on niche identities and the countercultural doctrines of liberation and
continual transgression [Frank 1997: 20].

106 D. Droney



The links between street art and advertising similarly confuse the binary
opposition between subculture and parent culture, resistance and authority. These
links range from the most egregious instances of co-optation to street artists them-
selves reaching out to advertising. Sarah Thornton [1999] describes how British
rave culture developed in tandem with micro, niche and mass media, and she
argues that it would not exist as suchwithout that media exposure, thus complicat-
ing the idea of an ‘‘authentic’’ subculture that exists before its exploitation. By con-
sidering a similar history of interaction, we can better understand how it is that
artists come to view brand-name marketing as an acceptable and often desirable
enterprise for street artists. Again, Shepard Fairey is one of the original innovators
of this interaction. In themid-1990s, Shepard Fairey and a fellow street artist David
Kinsey co-founded BLK=MRKTTM, a clothing company=advertising firm offering
‘‘visual communications, advertising and marketing services focusing on the
youth and urbanmarket’’ [BLK=MRKTn.d., History=Mission]. BLK=MRKT claims
to design advertising campaigns that appeal to ‘‘the hard to reach trendsetter’’ and
‘‘penetrate the world of the ad-savvy customer’’ [idem.]. BLK=MRKT, now run by
Kinsey without Fairey, was very successful in positioning itself as a firm that could
target subcultural demographics while still maintaining a sense of authenticity. Or,
more cynically, it has been said that Fairey’s art ‘‘projects an audience dumb
enough to fall for media manipulation while smart enough to absorb a critique
of it’’ [Schjeldahl 2009]. Soon after starting BLK=MRKT, Fairey started to produce
items of apparel bearing the word ‘‘Obey,’’ the name of his seminal street art
campaign. These sold incredibly well and continue to grow in popularity.

Around 2001 several companies began engaging in advertising using the
medium of street art. The most notable of these was IBMTM, which stenciled
an image for their Peace, Love, Linux campaign on the streets of San Francisco,
attracting national media attention [Niccolai 2006, Alvelos 2004: 189]. ‘‘I don’t
know if you ever saw that MicrosoftTM got popped a couple years ago for doing
a Peace, Love, and Linux stencil campaign,’’ says the stencil artist Logan Hicks,
who also works in advertising.

But the thing is, when they got popped for that, it was great for them. The amount of pub-
licity and the amount of, like, press they got from the controversy of them using stencils as
a medium. It was covered by every news station around, every magazine, every news-
paper. So they were getting free advertisement. So every time it showed a picture of the
Peace, Love and Linux, every time it mentioned Microsoft, that was an ad. They ended
getting off paying a 100,000 dollar fine for that. Meanwhile like, you know 100,000 is
how much a billboard in a high traffic area costs. [Figure 4]

Hicks also suggests stenciling has become a popular form of advertising because
it is ‘‘safe graffiti.’’ It appeals to subcultural consumers without ‘‘alienating the
general customer,’’ just as BLK=MRKT claims to do [BLK=MRKT n.d.].

Similar illegal marketing in the form of street art has been documented as early
as the mid-1990s in London [Alvelos 2004]. The street artist Vader One angrily
told me about an entire graffiti crew in New York who were paid by HummerTM

to create Hummer murals. ‘‘Their Hummer murals will take weeks to paint.
The next day after they’re done people will wait until the day it’s done and
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then just kapp [paint over] it.’’ SpriteTM created its own stencil as well, which
was distributed to small street advertising firms around the country as part of
a ‘‘guerilla marketing’’ campaign. SonyTM recently started advertising its PSP
game console by spray-painting cartoon figures playing with the consoles on
rented walls. They also created posters and billboards that attempted to replicate
a street art look. It is now commonplace to use street art media as a part of adver-
tising campaigns for things such as movies, rock bands, and night clubs. An
attentive eye finds that the examples abound.

While this kind of use of street art by corporations may anger members of these
subcultures, it is difficult to fit it in to what Frank [1997: 16] categorizes as
‘‘co-optation theory,’’ which claims that the ‘‘establishment’’ co-opts subcultures
in order to buy off and absorb its opposition. This theoretical perspective is com-
mon in the literature: Presdee [2000: 47] says that the appearances of subcultures
in ‘‘mainstream media’’ are instances in which ‘‘the carnival has been reappro-
priated and redelivered.’’ Alvelos [2004: 191], echoing Baudrillard, has called cor-
porate graffiti the ‘‘murder of the real’’ by corporate appropriation that appears
as ‘‘the mainstream wanting to be its own fringe.’’ However, it is not clear that a
neat distinction could ever be made between street art and marketing, or that
street art today is the simulacrum of an original form. For example, in many
cases, former street artists act as middlemen and design these supposedly
co-opting advertising campaigns. Logan Hicks explains that:

I think a lot of people think these corporations are sort of pilfering the culture that churns
this product out, but the fact is a lot of these people are, if not the godfather of, then at least
satellites around that sort of culture that they grew up in. So if you wrote graffiti when you
were 13 then that’s something that’s kind of familiar to you, so when you become an ad.
exec. you kind of go back to things that are familiar to you, so you do graffiti.

Figure 4 IBM paid modest fines for their Peace, Love, and Linux graffiti campaign. (Image
courtesy of Mike Warot).
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Just as club cultures were in part constructed by media coverage [Thornton
1999], so too has street art developed alongside its own ‘‘co-optation by market-
ing.’’ Stencils, posters and stickers were used before Shepard Fairey; however,
this ensemble of media became known as ‘‘street art’’ after Fairey had become
quite successful in corporate marketing. The result of this interaction is that it
becomes difficult to distinguish always between street art and advertising.

Shepard Fairey’s poster designed for the aptly titled film Walk the Line best
represents the ways in which street artists and advertisers alike ‘‘walk the line,’’
or even erase the line, between art and marketing. Fairey was commissioned to
design the poster as an advertisement, and he designed it in his signature Russian
Constructivist style. The poster was put up all over Los Angeles and, since it is
Fairey’s design, it was virtually indistinguishable from his street art. Further-
more, the poster was displayed at Fairey’s show titled ‘‘Manufacturing Dissent,’’
and no distinction was made between this work and Fairey’s non-commercial
work. More recently, Fairey has designed catalog covers and shopping bags
for Saks Fifth AvenueTM in his style that parody propaganda art as a tongue-
in-cheek, self-conscious display of propagandizing by a large corporation
[Wilson 2009]. He has effectively illustrated the warping, blurring and erasing
of the line between art and commerce. His entire career has been an ‘‘experi-
ment’’ [Fairey 1989], which has illustrated the supremacy of the image-as-
commodity and the integration of subcultures and subcultural production into
the system of late capitalism.

There is more to this work than marketers attempting to siphon street art’s
qualities of irreverent hipness. These campaigns often seem to have the qualities
of détournement and Situation. Terron E. Schaefer, the senior vice-president for
marketing at SaksTM, who hired Shepard Fairey to design their marketing materi-
als, told the New York Times, ‘‘What we do every day, really, is propaganda’’
[Wilson 2009]. It seems counterintuitive for a marketer to announce to a reporter
that they are propaganda artists producing meaningless images, but it is in fact
evidence that marketers find value in the very ironic devaluation of marketing
images that street artists engage in.

Street artists negotiate the ironies of this mutual development of marketing and
an art form that purports to subvert it in a variety of ways. There is a well estab-
lished set of online spaces where street artists can congregate that allows for dis-
cussion on these topics to discuss the extent to which they are accepting or critical
of corporate use of street art aesthetics or the corporate use of street art as a
medium of advertising. They discuss whether or not street art itself is a form
of advertising, whether or not the street art constitutes a cohesive and anti-
authoritarian subculture, and what the concept of selling out means. At times,
artists organize opposition to particular corporate practices that impinge on their
subculture through these websites.

Almost all street artists are opposed to the corporate use of street art as adver-
tising. Biggie says, ‘‘It’s to get people . . . they don’t know about the culture,
they’re not in it, they’re just doing it to sell shit . . . It’s dumb. They’re not part
of the culture. It offends me. It really does.’’ Most other street artists share this
perspective. The use of street art aesthetics in advertising is similarly looked
down upon. However, the issue is less clear if actual street artists are employed.
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‘‘If they’re paying someone who’s actually in it to do it, then I have no problem
with it. Because they’re still supporting the scene,’’ explains Kof. So there is a
general tendency to be more accepting of the combination of street art and adver-
tising if it is on the street artist’s terms. The same principle holds true for artists
marketing their own work. Kof again says, ‘‘A lot of people have mentioned to
me how much of a sellout Shepard Fairey is, because he’s making clothes and
doing ads and doing graphics for movies and music and all sorts of stuff. And
I don’t think that’s selling out per se, because . . .he didn’t change his style to fit
a certain thing. He just kind of made it so that the market fit[ted] his style.’’
As Kof mentions, however, some street artists do not agree that any form of mar-
keting of street art is acceptable. Vader One, for instance, does consider Shepard
Fairey a sell-out: ‘‘He makes guitars for Guitar Center, he makes skateboards, he
makes clothes. What the hell is that? I can respect him for a street artist, I can
respect him as marketing genius, but keep them separate.’’

At times Fairey himself has backed off from defining his art as always ironic
and playful. Since my 2005 fieldwork, Shepard Fairey’s art has taken a distinctly
political turn, most visibly in his universally recognized endorsement of then-
Senator Barack Obama. This image was used by Time Magazine as its ‘‘Man of
the Year’’ cover, and has been called the most efficacious American political illus-
tration since ‘‘Uncle Sam Wants You’’ by the New Yorker [Schjeldahl 2009]. While
shades of Russian Constructivist influence remain, one must assume, his Barack
Obama posters were made with sincerity and were not intended as self-conscious
propaganda. Furthermore, Fairey has signaled his authentic political intentions
through significant donations from his proceeds to the Obama campaign and
the Zapatista movement in Mexico. Regardless, however, Fairey’s position in a
current copyright case requires him to claim that the image was significantly
altered from the original Associated Press photograph, and ‘‘conveys a radically
different message that has no analogue in the original photograph.’’ Whereas in
the past Fairey could argue that he operated under conditions of fair use in a kind
of satire or détournement, today he must argue a much more subtle case. Like
many subcultures [Muggleton 2000], members of the street art community nego-
tiate concepts of authenticity and irony, often oscillating between the two.

Tiki Jay One and Logan Hicks provide opposing views on the relationship
between street art and marketing:

People have it in their heads that stenciling represents some sort of, like, anarchistic point
of view, I mean, it’s just a medium for me . . . the whole concept of sell out . . . is just absurd.
So for me I just do art . . . I’m just trying to make stuff that looks good. I mean, at the end of
the day if something looks good and if someone likes it, if someone buys it. If it puts food
in my mouth and a roof over my head that’s really all that I care about. As long as I’m
happy with the quality of the work that it is that I’m pushing out there.

In direct contrast to that, Tiki Jay One describes what it’s like to be a part of a
subculture that becomes a part of the mainstream economic system:

The problem with that is that . . .we’ve all developed our own subcultures . . .
Skateboarders have had their groups. You know, Punk Rock band kids have had their
groups. And the reason why we have our groups is we have this common interest in
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something that isn’t popular, that hasn’t been commercialized or mainstreamed. And
here this corporate entity comes along, takes this secret that we have and promotes it to
Joe Public, who we’ve been trying to separate ourselves from the whole time. We’ve been
trying to show a separation from us and them. And now here they are trying to bring
everyone under one banner and we know damn well that that’s not going to work and
they’re not really trying to do that. It’s all paper in the end, you know. It’s all about money
in the end.

SUBCULTURE AND FAME

One way of explaining this glaring contradiction is as the result of some internal
contradictions in the logic of street art and graffiti, which are made more
pronounced as corporate marketers come to have greater interest in visual pro-
duction during late capitalism. This logic can be referred to as subcultural capital
[Thornton 1999] and social capital [Bourdieu 1977, 1984]. Subcultural capital can
be broadly defined as ‘‘hipness.’’ It ‘‘confers status on its owner in the eyes of the
relevant beholder’’ [Thornton 1999: 11] and conveys distinction from the main-
stream. Being in-the-know on a ‘‘secret that we have,’’ as Tiki Jay One puts it,
distinguishes members of this subculture. In the context of street art, this distinc-
tion manifests itself in anti-authoritarian and subversive symbolism, marking a
separation from ‘‘the mainstream.’’

The other logical system, I argue, is even more central to street art and graffiti,
and that is what I identify as social capital. Lachman [1988] illustrates how graf-
fiti artists are able to create fame through social relations with other graffiti wri-
ters. They form a social network that recognizes the art and therefore is able to
generate fame. ‘‘Fame,’’ says Kof, ‘‘is definitely the basis for graffiti and for the
most part street art.’’ When asked what he gets out of street art, Branded replied,
‘‘Fame. I get a lot more love from people I usually wouldn’t. When people find
that out people look at me differently, which is cool. And I get a lot more [free-
lance design] opportunities.’’ So in street art, as in graffiti, artists seek both sub-
cultural capital and social capital. Branded states this rather concisely when he
says, ‘‘I want people to question and . . . give me props.’’ Questioning here
implies resistance to brand labels, and props implies accruing fame. Street artists
form social networks that allow for individuals to accrue fame in the community,
just as graffiti artists do [Lachman 1988], allowing them to ‘‘get up’’ on the street
and in social standings as if part of a public and competitive game.

However, getting up today is not limited to the streets, as it may have been in
the 1980s. Today street artists take advantage of magazines, art books and Inter-
net resources in order to get up and accrue fame. The interest of corporate mar-
keters has opened a new venue of getting up for those who do art on the street.
For Shepard Fairey, as well as for those artists who seek to imitate him, t-shirts,
hats, belts, guitars and other consumer products are simply extensions of their
artistic projects. Having a t-shirt in a store is more prestigious than having a
sticker on the window of that store, and for some they are both legitimate enter-
prises for the production of fame. This extension of getting up into the corporate
sphere has had a series of repercussions for the street art community. There has
been a redefinition of street art as a form of advertising in and of itself, and the
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result of this is that symbolic resistance to advertising is ironically marketed and
marketing ironically presents itself as subversion. Thus the late capitalist interest
in image-as-commodity has formed of ‘‘structure of conjuncture’’ with street art
in which marketers are able to access new forms of subcultural capital, street
artists are able to form new social capital, and the structures of art and marketing
are both altered.

CONCLUSION

Street artists position their art as subversive to a perceived mainstream. In parti-
cular, street artists claim to subvert the influence of corporate marketing. At the
same time street artists ironically engage with corporate marketing strategies.
Both artists and advertisers are fully aware of the contradiction in producing
art as marketing materials and marketing materials as art, and this conjuncture
is not simply a convenience. In fact, they often seek to maximize this indistinc-
tion. The intentional duality of the name Branded (as a critique of brand names
and as a brand name) attests to this. Kof’s statement that ‘‘it’s really interesting to
have your art be a brand’’ also conveys an interest in contradiction, and it seems
poetically appropriate that the title of the film for which Shepard Fairey designed
a poster is Walk the Line. Artists use a discourse of subversion, but there is an
emphasis on irony and play rather than resistance.

Corporate marketers can be equally tongue-in-cheek about their uses of street
art’s methods and aesthetics. Marketers and artists alike are playing with the
categories that define their artistic practice, and thus find mutual interest in
creating ironic overlaps between the two seemingly antagonistic vocations. Given
the ‘‘hard to reach trendsetter’’ and the ‘‘ad-savvy customer’’ described by the
marketing firm BLK=MRKT [n.d., History=Mission], the use of self-referential,
ironic, meta-marketing is meant to appeal to a sophisticated crowd that is skep-
tical of traditional marketing techniques and suspicious of contrived attempts at
marketing. This gives the lie to the notion that street art subverts the ‘‘aesthetics
of authority’’ [Ferrell 1996: 161], as the image-mediated capitalism that they claim
to subvert also works with the aesthetics of détournement.

It is true that the meeting of the worlds of street art and marketing has offered
new opportunities and new structural resources for social actors situated within
the respective systems. This ‘‘structure of conjuncture’’ [Sahlins 1981] has also
allowed street artists to take advantage of the corporate world of marketing.
There is a general sense in which street artists and marketers exist in a world
in which they must operate in a self-referential and ironic way. As the title of
a collection of essays from The Baffler suggests, American countercultures are
invited to commodify their dissent [Frank and Weiland 1997]. The cultural
assumptions of ostensibly subversive subcultures—that the hegemonic ima-
gery of contemporary capitalism can be subverted through the techniques of
détournement—create the environment in which contemporary marketing techni-
ques address their increasingly savvy audience. Street art is a subculture that has
positioned itself in opposition to image-mediated capitalism, seeking to exhaust
its imagery; at the same time, it operates with the knowledge image-mediated
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capitalism speaks its language. Street artists and marketers alike find themselves
working with imagery that is exhausted.

However, it would be very inaccurate to call street art ‘‘depthless’’ [Jameson
1984] for this reason, or to see it as simply subsumed within the economic and
cultural system of late capitalism. On the contrary, street art makes self-aware
and rather profound meta-comments on the status of subcultural integrity and
artistic production in late capitalism. While continuing to present themselves
as sharp and streetwise, street artists make the very point about art that the dis-
tinctions between the aesthetic domains of art and marketing, subculture and
mainstream, culture and economy, are blurry.
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