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ABSTRACT
Street art and museums are posited as antithetical to one another. The former is
essentially vandalism-as-art while the latter is the gatekeeper of culture. Although street art
actively contests authority through its illegal existence in public, that does not prevent it from
existing inside museums. This literal incorporation is explored briefly by way of the exhibition
Banksy versus the Bristol Museum (2009), but it is not the primary concern of this thesis. Instead,
the focus is how street art and museums operate from a similar goal of social justice apparent
through their efforts to engage communities, increase accessibility, and nourish dialogue. With
the need for museums to meet the social justice mandates of accrediting organizations, they may
find street art relevant. Instead of suggesting museums acquire street art, this research
exemplifies how the spirit of street art may be incorporated into museum practices to achieve the
museum’s mission.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
...it is certainly pertinent to question whether street art can retain its relevance when it is
embraced by the very institutions that it can be said to serve as an alternative to: while the
street context is generally inclusive and in principle allows anyone to modify existing
expressions or add new ones (although the street art world has its own norms and values
which to some extent regulate this), art institutions often have an excluding function and
a conservative agenda. In the meeting between these two worlds, it is clear that
something has got to give. While art institutions can certainly create shows that document
and discuss the history of art in the street, or display artworks by artists who also work in
the street, street art proper seems incompatible with the institutional context.
Peter Bengtsen1
In the summer of 2009, the Bristol Museum and Art Gallery’s exhibition Banksy versus
Bristol Museum was on view. Banksy, arguably the most prominent street artist of this
generation, transformed the Bristol Museum, adding around 100 of his pieces to the museum.
The artist is famous, or to some, infamous, for the political stencils he spray paints in public
spaces around the world starting in the 1990s; perhaps most notable and most widely reproduced
is his Rage, the Flower Thrower (2005) (fig. 1).2
Banksy has become a household name of street art, an illegal art form in which phrases
and imagery are painted and adhered in a variety of methods to walls and other media in public
spaces. Street art has existed indefinitely, but as it is recognizable today, it emerged around the
1960s with the proliferation of graffiti evolving to include other forms through the years. In
addition to graffiti, other means of mark-making that can be considered street art include: murals
(fig. 2), which are often commissioned paintings done on the facade of buildings; yarn bombing

1

Peter Bengtsen, “Carelessness or curatorial chutzpah? On controversies surrounding street art in the museum,”
Konsthistorisk tidskrift/Journal of Art History 84, no. 4 (2015), 229.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00233609.2015.1095797.
2

Will Ellsworth-Jones, “The Story Behind Banksy,” Smithsonian Magazine, February 2013,
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/arts-culture/the-story-behind-banksy-4310304/.
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(fig. 3), where string is wrapped around light poles, parking meters, and other vertical structures
on the street; wheat-pastes (fig. 4), posters that can be hand painted or printed and adhered to the
wall using a durable glue; mosaics (fig. 5), stone tiles and glass pieces that are adhered to an
urban surface, stickers (fig. 6) that are stuck on fire hydrants, trash cans, and other objects in
urban settings; and stencils (fig. 7), such as Banksy’s works, which are cut ahead of time so as to
achieve quick execution by spray painting in its desired location.3 These examples highlight the
key characteristic of street art: for art to be considered street art the visual imagery must exist in
a public setting and is, more often than not, illegal. It is helpful to consider also the artist when
determining if a work can be considered street art, especially when it is in a museum or gallery.
Alison Young suggests that sometimes an artwork can be considered street art based solely on
the fact that the artist is connected to the movement, as is the case with Banksy’s exhibition at
the Bristol Museum.4 The reason why this exhibition, despite its indoor institutional setting, is
still categorized as street art is that the artist himself is heavily involved in the movement.
On the surface, street art and museums are the antithesis of one another. The former is
inherently antagonistic to authority, viewed by many as vandalism on private property in a public
space. Street art is fully accessible; it charges no entrance fee to view, disregards murky
copyright laws, and allows its audience complete freedom to photograph, even with flash.
Thanks to the Internet, it is available to anyone with a Wi-Fi connection, and even better, the
practice itself remains open to any maverick with a sharpie or a can of spray paint. On the other
hand, museums play a role as the long-established art institution, a mysterious entity responsible

3

The examples of street art used here have been taken from multiple texts on street art such as: Bengtsen,
“Carelessness or curatorial chutzpah?” 220-233; Jeffrey Ian Ross, ed., Routledge Handbook of Graffiti and Street
Art, (New York: Routledge, 2016); Magda Danysz, A Street Art Anthology: From Graffiti to Contextual Art
(Barcelona: Promopress, 2016); and Alison Young, Street Art World (London: Reaktion Books Ltd., 2016).
4

Young, Street Art World, 39-43.

2

for defining, legitimizing, and valuing art. Their spaces are quiet with guards at every corner
ready to shush you if you “aww” too loudly. The floors are incessantly swept suggesting that
every object in the museum is immune to dust. If you are lucky, you are allowed to “pay-whatyou-wish,” but ultimately, you are expected, or required, to cede fifteen or twenty dollars to enter
its sacred doors. Yet, there have been several instances when the two have existed in the same
space with multiple museums showcasing the “best” of street art if you are willing to pay to see
it.
This thesis considers the question, what if museums and street art actually have more in
common than we think? While contemporary authors such as Magda Danysz, Alison Young, and
Peter Bengtsen consider how street art has been appropriated and commodified by art institutions
such as the gallery and museum, there has not been much attention paid to how street art and
museums resemble one another through similar ideologies. While Jeffrey Deitch’s Art in the
Streets (2011) may be the first exhibition of street art that comes to mind, Banksy’s intervention
at the Bristol Museum is one of the better examples of a successful exhibition of street art for
both the institution as well as the artists involved. Therefore, this thesis begins with Banksy’s
exhibition in Bristol as a concrete example of a successful coexistence of street art and museums
but moves beyond the literal to figurative similarities in operating ideologies.
These similarities include a concern for engagement, accessibility, and dialogue. First, in
terms of engagement, I argue that both museums and street art aim to actively involve the public
in the meaning-making or interpretation of artwork as well as to facilitate participation in the
function of the museum or street art. It is also worth noting that this community to which I refer
is specifically the local community, the inhabitants within a geographical proximity of the site,
with the “site” being the museum or the artwork. Second, regarding accessibility, I argue that
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both museums and street art aim to make art available to more people. This accessibility happens
through the democratization of public space by reducing barriers, such as price and travel, and
providing new platforms, such as the Internet. Third, I argue that both museums and street art
aim to nourish dialogue, by which I mean that both aim to encourage and provide the space for
free thought, speech, and questions. All of these similarities will be discussed throughout the
following chapters: “The Museum,” “Street Art,” and “The Museum & Street Art.” After
considering Banksy versus Bristol Museum as a case study, the remainder of this thesis addresses
museums and street art using more general examples of how the two entities operate in their
designated spaces and concludes with evidence of the benefits of the mixing of both spheres.
The Terms
The three key terms– engagement, accessibility and dialogue– are introduced in the
chapter on museums and revisited in the following chapter on street art. The term engagement I
have divided into subsections: community, where I argue why engaging the local community
matters; open-authority, taken from Lori Byrd Phillips, meaning the extent to which “experts”
relinquish some control over operations and outcomes; participation, refers to visitors’ active
inclusion in the artwork or mission of the museum; and representation, denotes a literal visual
mirroring of the local(s) or an acknowledgment or inclusion of the interests of the local(s).5 The
term accessibility is divided into two subsections: barriers, where I consider the implications of
entrance fees and specific geographic location in terms of impacting community attendance or
engagement; and the Internet, where I consider how this online platform has increased art’s

5

Phillips specifically defines open-authority as, “the coming together of museum authority with the principles of the
open Web, a mixing of institutional expertise with the discussions, experiences, and insights of broad audiences,” in
Lori Byrd Phillips, “The Temple and the Bazaar: Wikipedia as a Platform for Open Authority in Museums,”
Curator: The Museum Journal 56, no. 1 (April 2013): 222. This term has been appropriated in this thesis to focus on
the controlling nature of museum authority and how this power museums hold can be extending/shared among its
community.
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visibility. Lastly, the term dialogue has a subsection space, where I discuss the theories of thirdspace, site-specificity, and institutional critique.
Many of the terms I use throughout this thesis are contested, so it is helpful to unpack the
context of these words and how they fit into a discussion on museums. First, in regards to the
term community, I draw from the research of David McMillan and David Chavis. In 1986 the
two published the pivotal “Sense of Community: A Definition and Theory” in the Journal of
Community Psychology, in which they described what it means to be in community. McMillan
and Chavis explain that in order to experience community there are four requirements:
membership, meaning the individual feels a sense of belonging to the group; influence, meaning
the individual’s opinion or input matters and affects the group and its function; reinforcement,
meaning there is an assurance or guarantee that the individual’s needs will somehow be met by
the group; and shared emotional connection, meaning that those in the group have a
commonality in the spaces, activities, histories, or interests they inhabit, pursue, recall, or engage
in.6
Museums have been determining how their audiences can experience this sense of
community at their institutions. Two contemporary texts, Museums and Communities: Curators,
Collections, and Collaboration and Positioning Your Museum as a Critical Community Asset: A
Practical Guide, provide case studies from multiple museums as well as a variety of essays all
portraying and theorizing on the idea of community in action at museums.7 Through the

6

David McMillan and David Chavis, “Sense of Community: A Definition and Theory,” Journal of Community
Psychology 14 (January 1986), 9-20.
7

Robert P. Connolly and Elizabeth A. Bollwerk, ed., Museums and Communities: Curators, Collections, and
Collaboration and Positioning Your Museum as a Critical Community Asset: A Practical Guide (New York:
Routledge, 2016).
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individual essays and case studies in these two texts, it is evident that museums are integrating
McMillan and Chavis’ notions of community, which is where this thesis finds itself as well.
Another contested term in this thesis is social justice which, in this thesis, is inspired by
the philosophy of John Rawls. In A Theory of Justice Rawls introduces an exercise in which a
person considers the type of world they could and would want to be born into. For example, one
could be born into a family living in a favela in Brazil or a mansion in the Hamptons. Rawls
concludes that based on this lottery-sort-of existence, everyone would rather be born into a world
that is fair, meaning there is an equal distribution of goods, equal opportunities, and measures in
place to remedy the disadvantages people are randomly born into in this society.8 This notion
that justice is fairness has influenced conceptions of institutions and how they operate.9 For one,
adhering to Rawls’ philosophy, public institutions should have measures in place to counteract
obstacles some of their participants face. In terms of museums, this means institutions are
considering travel impediments (what if someone does not have access to a car, how can they
visit the institution?), monetary restrictions (what if someone cannot afford to pay to see artifacts
from ancient Rome, how can they still experience them?), and other barriers to accessibility.
Rawls’ theory draws upon the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights
which is a basis for a discussion on social justice since it is the global authority on equality.
Article 27 (i), “Everyone has the right freely to participate in the cultural life of the community,
to enjoy the arts, and to share in scientific advancement and its benefits,” is often cited as a basis
for the museum’s responsibility to the community.10 The overall impression of the UN’s

8

John Rawls, A Theory of Justice (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1971).

9

Ibid.

10

UN General Assembly, “Article 27i,” in Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), cited in Richard Sandell
and Eithne Nightingale, ed., Museums, Equality, and Social Justice (New York: Routledge, 2012), 218.
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Declaration of Human Rights— all human beings are created with dignity and deserve to be
treated with dignity— is the position contemporary museums are striving to achieve. Museums
are adopting methods for, fostering a culture of, and advocating on behalf of human rights; on
the flip side, museums are being critiqued for offenses against human rights which have led to
increased efforts in, for example, repatriation.
The third term frequently used in this thesis is public, which is informed by the
philosophy of Jürgen Habermas. In The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere,
Habermas traces the development of a public sphere, meaning where private and public life
intersect, from the 1800s onwards.11 Habermas identifies shifts in the public sphere where
decisions were made vertically, such as kings imposing their will on citizens, to debates
happening horizontally, where members of the same social class exchanging ideas and
discussion together. With the developments of the industrial age, such as mass media and the
proliferation of advertising, Habermas identifies a regression in which the public sphere reverts
to a vertical hierarchy, with the public’s opinions controlled by industries. Similarly, I consider
how the opinions of different classes are affected by a hierarchical imposition; for example, I am
concerned with how the institution of the museum can impose its tastes or beliefs on those who
visit its space and how that can result in an inclusion of a bourgeois audience or an exclusion of a
minority group.
In the museum theory sphere, Habermas’ philosophy has influenced questions of
hierarchy in museums among curators and visitors and has spurred advocacy for open-authority.
Anthologies such as Gail Anderson’s Reinventing the Museum: The Evolving Conversation on

11

Jürgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois
Society, trans. Thomas Burger (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1989).
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the Paradigm Shift contain essays that critique the classic hierarchical mode of museums in
which curators and the board of trustees determine the museum’s function and events.12 Ray
Oldenburg’s The Great Good Place is another text influenced by this same notion of public. In
Oldenburg’s influential book, he introduces the idea of the third-place, which he spells out in the
title of his book as “cafes, coffee shops, bookstores, bars, hair salons, and other hangouts in the
heart of a community.”13 What all of these spaces have in common is that they are an alternative
to home and work, the former being the first-place and the latter being the second-place, and are
neutral, accessible, accommodating, and inclusive. While museums are not explicitly referenced,
they fit or have the potential to realize the underlying characteristics Oldenburg provides.
One condition of third-places is that they offer a sort of neutral ground where all people
feel comfortable. To be considered neutral, these places must be both accessible and
accommodating. Neutrality here does not mean politically, but rather structurally, meaning there
is no hierarchy that arbitrarily assigns importance based on a job title. Further, to be a
“comfortable” place, museums cannot “reduce a human being to a mere customer,” but rather
should engage visitors in an inclusive way that realizes the multifaceted identities inherent in
each person.14 Throughout Oldenburg’s book, he repeats this idea of “informal public life” and
“community life,” and he also even applauds the literal street noting that it is where “the full
spectrum of local humanity is represented.”15 Ultimately, third-places can be defined as levelers
because they are inclusive and there is no criteria for membership; theoretically, all are viewed as
12

Gail Anderson, ed., Reinventing the Museum: The Evolving Conversation on the Paradigm Shift, 2nd ed., (New
York: Altamira Press, 2012).
13

Ray Oldenburg, The Great Good Place: Cafes, Coffee Shops, Bookstores, Bars, Hair Salons, and Other Hangouts
at the Heart of a Community (New York: Marlowe & Co., 1998).
14

Ibid., 18.

15

Ibid., 16, 14.
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equals in third-places.16 Oldenburg’s notion of the third-place recurs throughout this thesis as
how both museums and the street can be considered third-places is examined.
Lastly, I use the term dialogue often in this thesis which is influenced by the educational
philosophy of Paulo Freire. 17 Although Freire’s critiques were directed at the education system
in Latin American countries, there is a similarity between his findings and public museums in the
United States. Freire labeled the sort of teaching he experienced, where the teacher “deposits”
knowledge into the student’s so-called bank account or mind, “banking education;” 18 this is the
same sort of hierarchical relationship evident in Habermas’ philosophy of the public sphere. The
cure to abolish this hierarchy is, as Freire posits, dialogue. He defines dialogue as the intersection
of reflection and action, where words are used among individuals to consider and question a
situation together and then respond or exchange ideas about said situation. Dialogue must
function on a horizontal plane where there is a conversing and sharing of knowledge between
equal individuals, not subjects. Freire warns against the danger of teaching, in the same method
of banking education, “the oppressed” that they are oppressed, and he insists that actual dialogue
only occurs through the self-realization of a person’s level in the hierarchy. I mention this
predicament merely to say that museums are prone to this error of pushing a social justice agenda
on groups that the museum staff determines to be “oppressed” rather than engaging in dialogue
with groups that have determined themselves to be oppressed. Ultimately, it seems that museum
theorists such as Duncan F. Cameron and Stephen Weil have all been influenced by this notion

16

Ibid., 22.

17

Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, trans. Myra Bergman Ramos (New York: Continuum, 2000).

18

Ibid., 73.
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of dialogue and view the museum as a space where dialogue can occur, which is the exact
dialogue in which this thesis finds itself as well.19
Banksy versus Bristol Museum
The starting point for this discussion of museums and street art is the exhibition Banksy
versus Bristol Museum (2009). Banksy, whose true identity remains a mystery, hails from
England, and his earliest work proliferated in Bristol; therefore, his exhibition at the Bristol
Museum was seen as a homecoming of sorts.20 How the exhibition came to be organized is rather
mysterious, perhaps in an effort to protect Banksy’s anonymity. The museum was contacted by
Banksy with the proposition of an exhibition, which the curators at the museum then contributed
in its development.21 Fewer than six staff members of the museum knew the details of the
exhibition, and other employees were left in the dark as to why their institution was being closed
for 48 hours, during which time Banksy and his crew had, as Paul Gough, editor of Banksy the
Bristol Legacy said, “the freedom to roam at will amongst galleries of rather expensive paintings,
rooms full of historic artifacts, and the largest collection of Chinese ceramic-ware in Europe.”22
Due to the museum and Banksy’s allowance of photography and video-recording of the
exhibition, an online experience of the work is possible. One nearly ten-minute video uploaded
on YouTube serves as a walk-through of the exhibition highlighting not just specific works but
also context and placement.23 The exhibition took place throughout the museum rather than in

19

Anderson, Reinventing the Museum.

20

Ellsworth-Jones, “The Story Behind Banksy.”

21

Paul Gough, “Introduction: Banksy: Painter, Prankster, Polemicist,” in Banksy: The Bristol Legacy, ed. Paul
Gough (Bristol: Redcliffe Press Ltd., 2012), 12.
22

Gough, “Introduction,” 13.

23

Butterfly Art News, “Banksy versus Bristol Museum,” uploaded June 21, 2009,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NPxn5-ADFm8.
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one gallery hall.24 In various rooms, Banksy juxtaposes his own works with the museum’s
collection by hanging his own canvases, some of which he placed in expensive-looking frames,
side by side and even occasionally on top of replicas of pieces from the Bristol Museum
collection or iconic classics which he has altered in some way. One classical portrait, in
particular, Banksy has presumably shot with a rubber-tipped arrow, hitting a bullseye in the
middle of the wigged-man’s forehead (fig. 8); in another work, a self-portrait of Rembrandt,
Banksy adorns it with googly-eyes (fig. 9).
One of the most iconic pieces in the exhibition is placed in the center of the entrance
hall’s atrium (fig. 10). A graffitied ice-cream truck is parked on, what looks to be, a patch of fake
grass; a uniformed police in riot gear rocks back and forth on a mechanical horse in front of the
truck. This first piece is just one of many animatronics Banksy uses in the exhibition. A stuffed
rabbit with rouged cheeks wearing jewelry blinks its eyes while filing its nails preening in front
of open eyeshadow containers and lipsticks (fig. 11). An aged Tweety Bird with an enlarged
head and scraggly sprouts of hair sits sadly in its cage singing its iconic “I’m a tweet little bird in
a gilded cage. Tweety’s my name but I don’t know my age. I don’t have to worry, and that is
that. I’m safe in here from that old puddy tat” (fig. 12). Chicken nuggets are hatched from eggs
and cluck as they nibble on the contents of a condiment package (fig. 13).
With over a hundred pieces in the exhibition, there are too many works to describe.25 The
works though are all lively, piquing the interests of all ages, children to “grannies,” as one

24

Anna Farthing, “Banksy vs Bristol Museum: Bristol Museum vs Banksy: Who Won?,” in Banksy: The Bristol
Legacy, ed. Paul Gough (Bristol: Redcliffe Press Ltd., 2012), 101.
25

Bristol Museums, “Banksy and Bristol Museums,” accessed September 2018,
https://www.bristolmuseums.org.uk/stories/banksy-bristol-museums/.
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reporter put it.26 The exhibition remixed the Bristol Museum’s collection to enhance old
elements with new energy. Interactive by way of its playful nature the exhibition was a hit and
serves as a solid example for what street art can do for a museum.
So What Does the 21st Century Museum Look Like?
If I have not painted myself to be too much of an idealist yet, I want to suggest that the
21st-century museum is actually possible and exists, and, while not perfect, it is a start. The
Bristol Museum, evident in its Banksy exhibition, exemplifies what a 21st-century museum can
do: engage a community, increase accessibility, and nourish dialogue. All of this they achieved
using street art.
In terms of engaging the community, exhibiting a local artist attracted the local
community; exhibiting a superstar artist attracted the global community. One way of measuring
engagement is in terms of attendance and numbers. It is estimated that over 300,000 people
attended the free show from June 13th to August 31st.27 From this massive attendance, the local
economy was impacted, evident in one study that suggests the exhibition brought in over ten
million euros to the Bristol area.28 Report after report suggests that all the people attending the
exhibition were willing to stand in line for the show, even when the queue lasted hours.29
Attendance is not the only measure of engagement; participation is another way.
Attendees were able to participate in the interpretation and meaning-making of the artwork. For
26

Serena Davies, “Banksy versus Bristol Museum, review,” The Telegraph, June 15, 2009,
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/art/art-reviews/5542684/Banksy-versus-Bristol-Museum-review.html.
27

Bristol Museum Galleries and Archives, “Bristol’s great art heist: A view from inside the museum,” in Banksy:
The Bristol Legacy, ed. Paul Gough (Bristol: Redcliffe Press Ltd., 2012), 61. This statement is not credited to one
author, but rather it is signed by the “Bristol Museum Galleries and Archives.” Therefore “Bristol Museum Galleries
and Archives” will also be used in the following citations.
28

Bristol Museum, “Bristol’s great art heist,” 61.

29

Davies, “Banksy versus Bristol Museum;” Tina Beattie, “Banksy in Bristol,” Open Democracy, August 23, 2009,
https://www.opendemocracy.net/article/banksy-in-bristol.
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one, Banksy’s works were often placed inconspicuously among the permanent collection, for
example, a hash-pipe in the fine china case (fig. 14). This sporadic placement of Banksy’s work
made the exhibition feel more like a scavenger hunt, inviting visitors to search the galleries for
the next Banksy work. One review in The Guardian describes the exhibition as, “a treasure
hunt...a carnival, a party.”30 The playful placement of the works yielded participation just as the
playful content of the works achieved a level of accessibility.
Banksy’s works are accessible by employing humor and pop-culture references. His work
is not subtle, and the satire and message are obvious. Banksy uses comical imagery, such as the
bunny filing her nails or the chicken nuggets hatching, to shock viewers while critiquing the
treatment of animals—the bunny using the same products that are tested on it and the chicken
nuggets bred just to be consumed in a McDonald’s Happy Meal. His iconic references, like
Tweety Bird, are everyday occurrences. Even the way Banksy remixes traditional paintings with
contemporary additions, like googly eyes or a rubber-tipped arrow, renews a sense of relevance
to the collection. It is not necessarily because Banksy’s work is understandable that it is
participatory, but it is the fact that it is relevant that makes the work, and ultimately the
exhibition and museum, approachable and engaging.
The museum was able to achieve such engagement by opening-authority, meaning the
museum staff and curators were given less control so that the artists and audience had more
control. In the beginning, several curators were, as Gough states, “actually unpleasantly
surprised, feeling that their integrity as curators had been compromised by ‘intruders’ having the
freedom of their collections.”31 By the end though, the success of the show seemed to outweigh
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the initial hesitations of the museum staff. This open-authority does not mean that the museum
had no control of the space or that Banksy ran around in anarchist fashion destroying
masterpieces that were hundreds-of-years-old. Instead, there was more of a balance, as described
in a statement by Bristol Museums Galleries and Archives:
So what was our role? Put simply we helped create the environment which made this
[exhibition] possible. When the opportunity arose we took the risk and managed it; we
prepared the ground by developing the brand values that stressed new approaches,
edginess and doing things different. We created a narrative around Bristol Museum and
Art Gallery (BMAG) which emphasised inspiration and creativity above all. We fostered
a commitment to co-curation and a working culture that meant we were able to give up
control of our spaces and to justify this to ourselves, to senior managers and to the city
council as part of our long-term vision for the service...Giving up control is anathema for
a bureaucratic and hierarchical organisation like ours. Museums and local authorities
have built their reputations on their reliability, authority and security. Professional ethics,
procedure and academic rigour have provided a comforting cushion between users and
the staff, and often ensures that even with the most inclusive and involving projects we
are still asking our collaborators to work within our own boundaries rather than genuinely
offering up control...The result is that we tend to work with the same people, create the
same projects and attract the same visitor...By our giving up control of the galleries we
seemed to have enabled our visitors to engage more closely than ever before with both
the collections and with gallery staff.32
From the museum’s statement, it is clear that the museum took a chance, made themselves
vulnerable to criticism, welcomed participation on and by someone else’s terms, and spent a
good deal of time reflecting, explaining, and determining how the exhibition mattered and
impacted the community and museums in general.
In terms of accessibility, besides the artwork being approachable via its relevance and
playfulness, the Bristol Museum ensured their space was also accessible. In regards to the
exhibition specifically, the show was free for its entirety. Further, since photography was
permitted in the exhibition, those who were unable to attend the exhibition can experience the
work online through photographs posted on the Internet by attendees.
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Lastly, Banksy’s exhibition nourished dialogue in a number of ways, including the
playful and accessible subject matter, but most notably the show tackled questions of what is art,
where does art belong, and who decides. From the exhibition’s title, Banksy versus the Bristol
Museum, there is an antagonistic relationship in which the two entities are pitted against each
other.33 The title evokes an even broader strife, street art versus the museum. It is exactly in this
confrontation where questioning and critiquing can occur due to the accessibility of the
exhibition. Whether or not dialogue actually occurs would require tools such as surveys to
determine and is not the focus of this thesis, but instead, what is of importance is that the
museum opens itself up for opinions and ideas that may be in opposition to its traditions.
It may be assumed that I am arguing all museums should have understandable art, an
unorganized or unprofessional staff, or no staff at all, and speakerphones available for any visitor
to scream their opinions or start a riot. Rather, I am more interested in the culture of the Bristol
Museum and the humility the institution portrayed which allowed for healthy dissent. By
allowing itself to be prodded, modified, and even in some instances, made fun of, the museum
became more popular and more enjoyed than ever. In this thesis I merely hope to suggest that
rather than being afraid of criticism, change, or an art form that is considered “low art,” if even
art at all, museums can incorporate and appreciate aspects, rather than everything, about street art
and even recognize their similarities in terms of striving towards the same goals.
Conclusion
The rest of this thesis is organized into four chapters: “The Museum,” “Street Art,” “The
Museum & Street Art,” and “Conclusion.” In chapter two, “The Museum,” there is an
examination of contemporary museum best practices as well as a historical overview of how
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these best practices came to be. The third chapter elaborates the definition, development, and
theory of street art and how street art realizes some of the same goals as museums. Chapter four,
“The Museum & Street Art,” returns to the idea of the Banksy versus Bristol Museum exhibition
to consider how the operating ideologies behind street art and museum practices can align by
way of museums adopting certain street art inspired practices; essentially, the chapter considers
how museums can realize their mission by way of street art without actually exhibiting art from
the street. Throughout the rest of this thesis, an excerpt written by the constituents of the Bristol
Museums Galleries and Archives that shows the positive impact and sentiment that came from
all three components– engagement, accessibility, and dialogue– is realized:
The Banksy show was unique but in many ways it was part of a trend in 2009 for British
Museums and galleries to rethink their role and challenge their practice. It was part of a
growth of interest in what has been called the participatory museum. At the same time
there has been a growing appreciation by museums of the value that creative people can
bring to understanding the collections and promoting new ways of engaging with visitors.
In particular the experience demonstrated the importance of the big event, the unique
shared experience which reinforces how a community or in this case a city sees itself. We
have learned that we have to be prepared to share collections and spaces and be flexible
in their use. Post-Banksy we are more committed to finding new and imaginative uses for
our objects and galleries and for involving people in the development of the service...We
want our collections and public programme to speak about people’s lives, concerns, and
their sense of identity as well as offering something new and utterly fantastic. How we do
this is through partnership. We strive to create ‘trusted’ spaces, where people feel
secure...one of the most important things we have learned from the Banksy exhibition is
that the museum space isn’t neutral. It’s fought over and disputed, it’s full of meaning,
it’s highly territorial, and there are complex procedural and professional boundaries that
envelop it...Visitors loved the tension and drama as well as the beauty and humor created
in our contested spaces by their folk hero. It is these qualities and our openness and
honesty in sharing the museum and its collections with them that will bring visitors back
time and time again...If we can use the complexity, the context and the grain of our
collections, offer up our spaces, give them to community champions, artists, innovators,
and entrepreneurs, the evidence is that you can genuinely transform any museum and
give it a new place at the heart of the city.34
Though lengthy, this statement from the Bristol Museum encapsulates everything this thesis
advocates for from a museum. The statement reveals that the museum must be politically
34
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responsible; while it is a contested space, the museum can become a “trusted” third-place.
Further, community involvement and participation is crucial in order to make meaning out of the
museum’s collections and exhibitions. While frightening at first, open-authority, when it comes
to collections and spaces, ultimately leads to more democratic conversations and ideas. Contrary
to popular opinion, street art and museums are not totally incompatible. As evidenced in this
study, perhaps there is more of a symbiotic relationship between the two; street art and museums
can bring out the best of one another.
By focusing on engagement, accessibility, and dialogue in each constituent, the museum
and street art, this thesis shows how the two topics are actually similar. Through investigating
each on their own first, I create a foundation to then compare museums and street art in the
fourth chapter. Not only will their similarities be revealed, but they will also be applied. As you
will see, street art and museums have more in common than we think
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CHAPTER II: THE MUSEUM
I begin with this chapter on the museum in order to set the foundation for why the
contemporary movement of street art is relevant to contemporary museum practices. As I argue
first in this chapter, the museum of the 21st-century has a commitment to the public and to social
change, which is different from its historical role as a site of limited narratives. From there, I
consider how this public commitment came to be by citing various influential museum theorists
to briefly trace the history of the museum and to address how the museum’s history actually
conflicts with its purpose to serve the public. It is not necessarily the transition from private to
public museums that is of importance in this particular study but rather the environment that led
to the public museum’s function and purpose. After focusing on the history, I elaborate on what
is meant by community engagement, accessibility, and dialogue, the three main categories
contemporary museum theories identify for achieving public and social change. By
understanding the role of the contemporary museum and how museums are striving to fulfill the
standards set before them, it becomes clearer how street art might be relevant to these art
institutions since street art exemplifies community engagement, accessibility, and dialogue.
A Commitment to the Public & Social Change
Three concerns of public art museums are: engaging a community that the institution
identifies in its mission statement, increasing accessibility to the institution through the
democratization of space, and nourishing dialogue. These basic missions, and even the definition
of a museum, are proposed by two of the most prominent museum authorities, the International
Council of Museums (ICOM) and the American Alliance of Museums (AAM). ICOM was
created in 1946 by museum professionals and maintains a network of over 37,000 members
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across the globe.1 One of the roles of ICOM is to determine museum “best practices,” meaning
the ideal standards for how museums should operate. These best practices are detailed in the
ICOM Code of Ethics for Museums, adopted in 1986 and revised in 2004.2 AAM, on the other
hand, was established in 1906 with over 35,000 members and partners associated with American
museums and zoos.3 The organization accredits and assesses museums, sets standards in museum
practices, and offers several research studies and publications on museums.4 While this study
will consider and advocate for theories set by early and contemporary museum professionals,
theorists, and artists, the standards and definitions set by ICOM and AAM will be the foundation
of this thesis, since they are the two leading authorities in the field.
In the ICOM Code of Ethics, the following have been established as the purpose of
museums:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Museums preserve, interpret and promote the natural and cultural inheritance of
humanity.
Museums that maintain collections hold them in trust for the benefit of society and
its development.
Museums hold primary evidence for establishing and furthering knowledge.
Museums provide opportunities for the appreciation, understanding and
promotion of the natural and cultural heritage.
Museums hold resources that provide opportunities for other public services and
benefits.
Museums work in close collaboration with the communities from which their
collections originate as well as those they serve.
Museums operate in a legal manner.
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•

Museums operate in a professional manner.5

For AAM, in their Core Standards for Museums, the first standard addressed is “Public Trust and
Accountability.” The standard asserts:
● The museum is a good steward of its resources held in the public trust.
● The museum identifies the communities it serves, and makes appropriate
decisions in how it serves them.
● Regardless of its self-identified communities, the museum strives to be a good
neighbor in its geographic area.
● The museum strives to be inclusive and offers opportunities for diverse
participation.
● The museum asserts its public service role and places education at the center of
that role.
● The museum demonstrates a commitment to providing the public with physical
and intellectual access to the museum and its resources.
● The museum is committed to public accountability and is transparent in its
mission and its operations.
● The museum complies with local, state, and federal laws, codes, and regulations
applicable to its facilities, operations, and administration.6
In both of these codes, the words and phrases community, trust, collaborate, public, access,
accountability, serve, and benefit of society recur. It is clear from these standards that three
concerns of public museums are engaging various communities, increasing accessibility to the
institution through the democratization of space, and nourishing dialogue. First, the standards
suggest that a museum must identify the various communities they serve from the local ones to
those who their collections originate from. Overall though, it is important that museums are
inclusive to all communities, even those they have not specifically identified as target audiences
in their mission statements. Further, in the process of serving these communities, museums must
consider how to make their space and collection as accessible as possible. And lastly, I believe
nourishing dialogue is just one way museums “establish and further knowledge” as well as
5
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“provide opportunities for the appreciation, understanding, and promotion of the natural and
cultural heritage.”
It is worth noting that in the code of ethics and standards, there is nothing about the
structure of the museum or its funding. Museum organization and income are two categories that
remain obscure for the majority of the population, which is problematic when considering the
vow to honesty these institutions make to the public in their mission statements. When objects in
the museum are considered “assets,” museums tend to be more responsive to their trustees than
the public.7 The Bristol Museum was able to avoid this need to cater to their donors to some
degree since Banksy provided the funding for his exhibition.8 Even though ICOM and AAM
themselves operate from their own ideologies and biases, I accept their definition of the museum
and interpret it to mean that museums, while multifaceted, can best be summarized as cultural
institutions, with an obligation to the public, meant to preserve, interpret, and promote heritage
and humanity through the ethical and professional execution of their programs and collections.
A Selective History
ICOM and AAM’s assertion of what a museum is to be is somewhat surprising when
considering the failures of museums in the past. In this section, I provide a selective history to
show how museums have been transitioning from their inception, as private collections, to public
institutions with the lofty ideals ICOM and AAM propose. First, I begin with the prototype of the
public museum, the private cabinet of curiosities. Second, I address how these private collections
became the public institutions known today. Third, I consider how these “public” museums
focused on only a fraction of the population and were not entirely inclusive. Ultimately, I discuss
7

Rosalind Krauss, “The Cultural Logic of the Late Capitalist Museum,” October 54 (1990): 4.

8

Kath Cockshaw, “Challenging the institutions: Street art and Bristol Passion,” in Banksy: The Bristol Legacy, ed.
Paul Gough (Bristol: Redcliffe Press Ltd., 2012), 55.

21

these three issues in order to show how the museum has aimed to be an institution of public
service but has held onto the characteristics of private collections.
Tracing museum history is difficult as several cultures have their own prototypes. For the
French it was the étude in the 1300s, for the Italians it was the studiolo, galleria and gabinetto in
the 1400s and 1500s, and for the Germans, it was the Wunderkammer or Kunstkammer.9 This is
not to mention the royal and ecclesiastical repositories or even the Greek temple that predated
these “cabinets.”10 Though called different names, each item-collecting culture had a sort of
private collection, often in the form of a cabinet. The galleria denotes a “long, grand hall lighted
from the side,”11 the gabinetto refers to a “square-shaped room filled with stuffed animals,
botanical rarities, small works of art such as medallions or statuettes, artifacts, and curios,”12 the
Wunderkammer means “a cabinet of wonder” and Kunstkammer “a cabinet of art.”13 These
“cabinets of curiosity” held objects which Claire Robins describes as “reflected a unifying
principle for understanding the world, something along the lines of: God is prolific, prodigious
and ingenious; be impressed, be in awe and be afraid.”14 As Robins suggests, these private
collections were meant to “impress” and to bring admiration or esteem to the collector, which is
different from museum collections today. While museums receive acclaim for their collections,
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the objects in the museum are no longer the sole focus of these institutions. How this transition
came about finds its roots in the French Revolution.
I do not mean to propose that the French Revolution is the sole reason for the publicizing
of galleries, but authors such as Eilean Hooper-Greenhill make the connection.15 In September
1792, it was decreed that the royal palace of the Louvre was to be transformed into a museum, its
private galleries becoming public.16 The Louvre marked a transition in thinking from galleries
reserved to an elite few to museums for the masses.17 This transition, as well as the French
Revolution in general, is complicated, but the Zeitgeist of democracy had far-reaching effects; so
much so that it is worth noting it is in the 1800s that many national museums were founded.18
The Metropolitan Museum of Art was founded in 1870, and it was not until 1929 that the
Museum of Modern Art in New York was established.19 Research indicates that only 4% of
museums in the United States were in existence before 1900; further, 75% of current museums in
the country were formed after 1950 and 40% were not founded until 1970.20 The statistic that
75% of current museums in the United States were developed within the last 60 years suggests
museums are relatively new, which explains why they are developing their identity. Ultimately,
the notion of democracy is informing their process.
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Fixing the Failures
Despite the label change from “private” to “public,” these collections maintained elitist
characteristics, specifically a patronizing temperament that revealed itself in the form of
museums educating the masses. While education is not a form of patronization in itself, it was
the belief and attitude that the museum staff held a secret knowledge the public did not possess
but needed that is patronizing. Rather than being a two-sided relationship in which both the
museum and its visitors benefit one another, the museum was thought to be the only benefactor.
Further, this “public good” the museum was said to offer came in the form of distraction and
reformation. Tony Bennett suggests libraries, public lectures, and art galleries were all
envisioned to reform individuals and were even conceived to be a diversion from ale-houses in
the late 1700s and early 1800s.21 Ultimately, the museum’s goal was to mold visitors into
“civilized” people.22 It was the hope that museums could educate and “improve…[the] cultural
sensibilities and...public manners and appearance” of the “lower classes” by “imitating the forms
of dress and behavior of the middle classes.”23 Also, with the publicizing of galleries a new
hierarchy emerged, which Hooper-Greenhill explains as “the ‘visitor’ as beneficiary (the
population enabled to know)” and “the ‘curator’ as knowing subject with specialist expertise
(who enables the knowing of others).”24 Somewhat recently, artist Andrea Fraser personifying a
fictitious docent Jane Castleton exemplifies this patronizing aspect of museum education by
conducting satirical museum tours, such as the one at the Philadelphia Museum of Art (1989)
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and the Wadsworth Atheneum (1991) in which she assumes the authority to identify arbitrary
objects, like a water fountain, as a work of art.
Stephen Weil’s essay in “From Being About Something to Being For Somebody: The
Ongoing Transformation of the American Museum” perfectly summarizes the failures of
museums and how museums might fix these issues.25 In his essay, Weil begins by explaining that
after World War II, the function of the American museum assumed the role of collecting,
preserving and researching objects. This role of preservation is perhaps the most traditional or
readily accepted function of museums. Besides preserving history though, museums were
envisioned to educate lower classes on how to be proper citizens, but an even more discreetly
patronizing educational role emerged which was that museums were to “enhance the well-being
of human communities” by imparting special knowledge on its visitors.26 Weil argues though for
a third alternative; could museums, instead of being about their collections or about educating
the masses, be for the people that come through their doors. In summarizing this shift in purpose,
Weil states:
...what the museum might be envisioned as offering to the public has grown from mere
refreshment (the museum as carbonated beverage) to education (the museum as a site for
informal learning) to nothing short of communal empowerment (the museum as an
instrument for social change).27
This idea of “communal empowerment” is the end product of some 50 years, solidified
by ICOM in 2009 in their “Declaration of Museum Responsibility to Promote Human Rights”
which states:
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INTERCOM believes that it is a fundamental responsibility of museums, wherever
possible, to be active in promoting diversity and human rights, respect and equality for
people of all origins, beliefs and backgrounds.28
In unpacking INTERCOM’s codes, specifically the second, fifth and sixth, what is meant by “for
the benefit of the public,” primarily is a commitment to social justice, namely, advocating for
basic human rights. Ultimately, the socially just museum is one that protects, supports, and
teaches the human rights identified by the United Nations with their staff, their visitors, and their
artists through their exhibitions and collections, operations, and interactions. If museums
construct their functions around the needs of the public, then, as Weil said, “...museums can play
a particularly powerful role in bringing about social change.”29
Community & Engagement
In order to fix the museum’s failures and become a socially just institution, the terms
community, accessibility, and dialogue require special attention from museum staff. Community
is the first term I define, which, has not always been associated with the social justice agenda as
it is now. In this section, I use the writings of John Cotton Dana to show who was the original
community or audience of museums. Then, I use AAM’s “Core Standards for Museums” to
define the what is meant by community today and who specifically is included in the term.
Afterward, I explain how museums “engage” their community, which is dependent on the
institution's open-authority. Open-authority is transferring some powers held by museum staff to
the community, meaning it is not only the directors and curators that have a say in what the
museum does but instead, the local community has the opportunity to determine certain functions
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or processes of the museum.30 I briefly comment on the history of open-authority within the art
institution, using Marcel Duchamp as an example, and how it is still a prime concern for the
socially just museum. I begin with this discussion of community because it explains to whom the
museum is trying to be “accessible.”
What museums collect is a good indicator of their target audience. John Cotton Dana,
prominent in early museum reform, dissected museum collections of the 1800s and the early
1900s and found that they consisted primarily of expensive, old, and imported objects that were
obtained to achieve a sort of social distinction for the owner.31 Therefore, museum collections
were more concerned with elevating and promoting a certain way of life and social class rather
than actually serving a community in any tangible, beneficial way. Even though museums were
public, in actuality, their target audience were those who were thought to need lessons on how to
model bourgeois culture.
Dana’s assertion to, “Learn what aid the community needs: fit the museum to those
needs,” has been the cornerstone for museum reform, but the term community is vague.32 It is a
21st century buzzword that is thrown around in museum mission statements without any real
clarification as to who comprises this so-called “community” the museum serves. Whether the
term means every person who enters the museum doors or literal neighbors within a certain mile
radius is unknown. AAM’s “Core Standards for Museums” clears up this confusion, stating that
museums have a “self-identified” community but also a responsibility to their “geographic
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area.”33 While this self-identified community can vary from museum to museum, in this thesis I
choose to focus on the local community– the people that share the same geographical space as
the museum. Since the geographical parameters could be the actual neighborhood, zip code, city,
state, or region, I choose to focus specifically on the city in this study.
Museums today have been attempting to serve their local communities through a variety
of ways, one being through engagement, but what does it mean to actually engage the local
community? Engagement means the local community has the opportunity to participate in the
determination of the museum’s function and operations. This participation can be offering input
for the next exhibition or space to make artwork; the ways a community can engage and
participate in a museum is limitless but is only meaningfully possible if open-authority is
observed.
Open-authority, like institutional critique, invites outsider participation; for the latter,
participation came in the form of artist interventions and led to early museum reform of the 20th
century. Andrea Fraser is an artist who, like Banksy, has been invited into museums to comment
on their shortcomings. These artists use the art museum itself as a medium for their work. While
not directly involved in institutional critique, Marcel Duchamp is worth mentioning, since
Robins credits him for, “radically unmaking the art museum, revealing it as a privileged site
where selected (and therefore arbitrary) objects enter into the legitimating discourse that enables
them literally to become art.”34 Duchamp’s Fountain (1917) possesses the typical requirements
for an artwork: an object, the urinal; an author, indicated by a signature; and, a public.35 The only
33
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missing requirement was an institution, which was denied by the Society of Independent Artists’
rejection of the artwork’s submission to the exhibition.36 Duchamp’s repositioned, inoperable,
autographed urinal highlights the power of institutions, such as museums, to determine what is
art. In regards to open-authority, Duchamp shows how closed off the authority of art institutions
can be.
Dana goes further though to assert that the public’s approval deserves more attention. In
1917 Dana said:
Dogmatism in art is injurious, but museum teaching need not be dogmatic...Far less
dogmatic would it be to set side by side in a case ancient and rare modern and
commercial pottery, and say, ‘Here are what some call the fine products of the potter’s art
when it was at its best in Italy long ago, and here are products of the potters of America
today. You will find a comparative study of the two very interesting.37
Here, Dana suggests allowing the audience to interpret the artworks and, further, make meaning
of art for themselves. In the past, it has been the role of the museum to interpret art for its
audience, but Dana suggests opening up authority, transitioning this power of interpretation from
the museum to the community. This argument is not meant to be seen as advocacy for populism.
Instead, there is a way museums can introduce elements of open-authority as supporting rather
than replacing traditional educational modes in the museum.
Accessibility
One way to facilitate community engagement is to increase accessibility to the museum,
meaning removing barriers that make the museum unavailable; barriers include high entrance
fees or an inconvenient location to which only a limited population has physical access. On the
other hand, some modifications include implementing aspects that make the museum more
visitor-friendly, such as adhering to ADA regulations, offering a variety of programs, such as
36
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workshops in which people may become involved, and sponsoring events targeted to certain age
groups or demographics. In this section, I how museums used to be inaccessible and now how
accessibility has become a marker of the 21st century museum of social justice. I also consider
how the Internet increases the museum’s accessibility and is a platform into which several art
institutions are tapping. Lastly, I consider Ray Oldenburg’s theory of the third-place, which
introduces the idea that accessibility does not mean the museum is only physically accessible in
terms of money and location but also accessible in terms of atmosphere and culture, meaning the
museum is an open-minded space where varied opinions are welcome.
One of Dana’s most pointed critiques was that museums needed to take a lesson from
department stores.38 Dana traced American museum architecture to Greek temples and Italian
palaces. He also noted that the location of American museums originally was based on European
museums, and so, these temple-like buildings were placed in open-spaces set apart from the
busiest parts of the city. While today it may seem that museums are located in convenient areas
of commerce, this is often only because of the expansion of the city since the specific museum’s
inception. The American museum’s architecture and location all contributed to its inaccessibility
and the distinction between classes. Dana asserts that the bourgeoisie were the only people who
had the leisure time or transportation available to visit these inconveniently placed museums.
Dana thought museums could benefit by modeling themselves after department stores
since they were the prime example of accessibility due to their central location and operating
hours. Further, department stores were free of charge and constantly changing to meet the needs
and taste of the everyday visitor. Today, museums are increasing their accessibility by offering
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pay-what-you-wish or free weekly and monthly admission.39 They are even hosting “art after
dark” events in which they keep the museum open a few hours past normal closing time.40
Further, they are opening branches in different locations, loaning their collections more, and
offering multiple visiting exhibitions throughout the year.41 It has been almost a hundred years
since Dana’s proposition, but it is safe to say museums do resemble department stores more than
they did in 1917. This is not to say department stores are the ideal model for museums, when
considering the commodification of department stores. A good example on the issues of this
resemblance is Rosalind Krauss’ “The Cultural Logic of the Late Capitalist Museum,” where
Krauss considers how museums, responding to market demands, increase their product, meaning
their inventory of objects, also known as their collection, to the point of resembling Disneyland
in its catering to the whims and delights of the public.42 Yet, the way department stores are more
beholden to buyers than trustees can be a good thing for museums as well.
In the same way that department stores show their goods online, museums have also
begun increasing their accessibility by utilizing the Internet as a way to expand their operating
space. Nina Simon is a proponent for increased participation in museums who asserts that
museums can learn from the Web 2.0, which is inherently participatory. First, Simon identifies
recurrent complaints museum visitors have with their experience at the art institution:
Cultural institutions are irrelevant to my life. The institution never changes. The
authoritative voice of the Institution doesn’t include my view or give me context for
39
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understanding what’s presented. The institution is not a creative place where I can
express myself and contribute to history, science, and art. The institution is not a
comfortable social place for me to talk about ideas with friends and strangers.43
This idea that museums are irrelevant has been due in part to the museum’s resistance to embrace
technology. With the implementation of technology, museums can automatically increase their
relevance since technology is a phenomenon the majority of the population engages with every
day. Simon suggests that by inviting visitors to participate in the formation of content, in person
and through online platforms, museums realize their responsibility to the public. Some ways that
Simon suggests museums engage visitors is by:
display[ing] objects created by visitors...help[ing] visitors find other people (staff or
visitors) with shared interests with whom to engage in content-specific activities or
discussion...provid[ing] a public forum for visitors and staff members to ask and answer
each other’s questions.44
Practically, Simon’s suggestion looks like providing an online space, whether that is the
museum’s website or social media accounts, where people can browse what is currently available
at the museum, share images of what they saw during their visit, or discuss their experiences.
One noteworthy example of museums utilizing the Internet is the Google’s Arts &
Culture Museum Views Project which offers virtual tours of several art institutions around the
globe. Some may worry that sites such as Google will stop people from attending museums in
person, especially if they can sit at home and experience great artworks on the couch. Whether
that is true or not could be argued indefinitely. What is important is that people who are
physically incapable of traveling halfway around the globe to visit, for example, the Mikhail
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Bulgakov Museum in Moscow, are still able to engage with their collection in some capacity
online, which is arguably better than not experiencing the museum at all.
This notion of offering a platform for discussion online is compounded by Oldenburg’s
theory of the third-place. Oldenburg identifies a main characteristic of third-places as
conversation, where ideas and opinions are freely shared and even encouraged. 45 It is only
because of this atmosphere of equality and openness that dialogue is made possible.46
Dialogue
What I mean by museums nourishing dialogue is that there is the opportunity to
experience varying narratives, voice differing opinions, and engage in constructive
confrontation. Duncan F. Cameron, former director of the Brooklyn Museum, wrote a pivotal
essay on the importance of dialogue, which I draw upon in this section. I use Cameron’s essay to
show that dialogue is a marker of the socially just museum.
In “The Museum, a Temple or the Forum,” a lecture presented in 1971, Cameron
identifies a problem with museums of the past few decades: there is no dialogue.47 He begins by
asserting that public is not synonymous with democratic, meaning just because the museum is
labeled public does not necessarily mean it is democratic in terms of allowing free speech or
ideas. Cameron advocates for productive and transformative communication, even if it is
confrontational through his assertion that there must be a, “reestablishment of the forum as an
institution in society.”48 His statement that, “the establishment...must, in effect, finance the
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revolution by creating opportunities for the artists and the critics of society to produce, to be
heard, to be seen, and to confront established values and institution,” has influenced this thesis.49
Museums nourish dialogue by “creating opportunities” and providing platforms, like the Internet,
for not just artists and critics but also the community to have their voices heard and the chance to
question and challenge the values and operations of the institution.

Conclusion
I began this chapter with the history of museums to set the stage for where museums are
today. In explaining the museum’s evolution from private collections, whose primary purpose
was to elevate its owner, to public institutions intent on reforming the lower class, to now public
institutions, I have highlighted why museum theorists have advocated for museums to be agents
of social change. Further, I was able to introduce key concepts– namely community,
accessibility, and dialogue– which help museums realize their contemporary role as socially just
institutions.
Why I have focused on the museum first, and specifically the concepts I did, is because
street art is an embodiment of these identified goals of museums. Street art is public, existing and
insisting on its presence in the public sphere of the street. Further, it engages the community,
specifically the local one, by existing in the spaces its residents travel daily. Street art is also
accessible by being completely free to view, visible at all hours of the day, and it relies heavily
on and encourages Internet usage with basically zero rules applied to photographing or sharing
online. Lastly, street art nourishes dialogue in terms of the issues in which it is embedded,
specifically ownership of public space. Further, street art’s ephemerality, meaning its
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impermanent existence, allows for dialogue by providing citizens, or the government, the
opportunity to remove or enhance the artwork anytime. In the next chapter, “Street Art,” it will
become clear how the ideas proposed in this section on museums apply to street art as well.
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CHAPTER III: STREET ART

I begin this chapter on street art with an expanded definition of the term. Although street
art is an evolving and vague term, it can still be defined as public art that reclaims public space
through unsanctioned methods. Following this section on characteristics and theories of street
art, a brief history is provided by way of graffiti as an example of the sort of mark-making and
space-claiming practice in which street art is grounded. From there, the crux of the argument
unfolds by way of studying what street art accomplishes: engagement, accessibility, and
dialogue. In each of these subsections, examples of street art are provided to better explain how
these abstract theories actually play out on the street. It is my hope that this section on street art
portrays the art form in a way that is comparable and even similar to museum best practices
rather than antagonistic or counter to the public museum.
As a sort of aside, I must acknowledge that most of the examples of street art used in this
thesis were presumably created by white men. This was not a conscious decision to exclude
persons of color or females but rather reflects the nature of street art as well as the nature of art
history. With street art, there is an undeniable connection to graffiti and thus, hip-hop and
breakdancing; the explanation of which would warrant at least ten more pages to this already
lengthy thesis.1 Further, while there are several active female street artists today, and many who
were present at the beginnings of the street art movement, there is a way in which white men
have had more access or privilege when it comes to the mode in which street art operates.2 To
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elaborate, a white man is less likely to be arrested or harmed than a person of color or a female
illegally spray-painting a building in the middle of the night. Further, due to the anonymity
behind much street art, in some regards the artist’s tag concerns the viewer more than their race,
gender or ethnicity; the former aspects somewhat less sought after, known, and revealed. Overall
though, there are ways in which the success of street art, as seen in other art movements as well,
by persons of color or by females has been ignored while white men have gained esteem or
recognition for such developments.
Definition
Before embarking on the illusion of succinctly defining street art, it must be said that
defining street art in its entirety is impossible. For one, it is a contemporary movement that is
evolving daily. Second, previous attempts to define street art have been too narrow and
contradictory. Therefore, in defining street art I err on the side of being too broad in an attempt to
allow for the varying and adaptable nature of street art. Why I have chosen this path is much in
thanks to the unconventional author Gary Shove who states:
Art work is part of the ongoing conversation of culture and as people try to understand
culture they will inevitably try and theorise. We make theories (essentially that is to say
we attempt to define patterns) to help us to understand what’s going on and where we are
at. Good theory is useful...Street art has so far remained in a space largely untouched by
art-theory. This is changing. As artists get more attention and their work gets more
diverse the interest of academia will inevitably be sparked. In fact it’s probably already
happening…The danger of art-theory is that it is like pinning a butterfly into a glass
case. There is a mania in academia for defining, naming and generally nailing things
down. The problem is that if you nail down a movement then it ain’t moving anymore.
Before we all congratulate ourselves on not being dry academics in ivory towers we
should take a little peek at the other side of the coin. What is art without theory? Put it
this way, if an artist has no theory or sense of criticism then what does it matter to them
what they choose to paint and where and when? An artist already has theory. Without it
they would have nothing but craft skills. And taken to its logical conclusion an artist with
no theory of art would happily paint anything for an employer be they a fascist political
2013): 178-189; Margo, Thompson, American Graffiti (New York: Parkstone Press, 2009); and Nancy Macdonald,
“Exploring the changing gender dynamics of the graffiti subculture,” in Routledge Handbook of Graffiti and Street
Art, ed. Jeffrey Ian Ross (New York: Routledge, 2016), 183-193.
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party or fundamentalist church. So you can’t take theory out of art without gutting it. Yet
the problem remains that theory tends to be a stagnating force.3
As Shove states, street art is not a movement that fits neatly on a timeline or has five easily
identifiable characteristics. Instead, street art is a hodge-podge, but there are some characteristics
that many, not all, examples of street art have in common.
The easiest way to define street art is, literally, art that is on the street. The art being any
media and the street being any public setting. While this sounds identical to public art, street art
is different because, for the most part, street art is illegal, where public art is legal. To elaborate
on this definition of street art, determining what is meant by “street” is helpful. Nicholas Riggle,
author of “Street Art: The Transfiguration of the Commonplaces,” asserts that the street must be
essential to the artwork’s meaning in some way.4 While the art need not be on the literal street
per se, the work must utilize the street as an “artistic resource,” meaning the street, conceived of
as a public, outdoor space, can be the context or the medium. While vague, Riggle asserts that
the street could be an impetus or consideration behind the work. For example, the street as
“artistic resource” could even be revealed as a commitment to ephemerality mimicking urban
settings in which edifices, people, and transportation are always changing. For these reasons,
Riggle labels any “street art” presented in a museum or gallery a mere “vestige of street art,”
since it has been removed from the street.5
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Alison Young builds upon Riggle’s distinction by suggesting that the street as “artistic
resource” can be understood by an element of “streetness.”6 While Riggle suggests that the
physical location of street art is fairly crucial and its removal from the street discredits the work
in some way, Young insists that illegality and physical location should not be the sole
distinguishing characteristics for street art. Her term “streetness” is basically her way of saying
of street art, “You know it when you see it.” As Young suggests, street art effuses a sort of
“identifiable aesthetic or style,” that when displaced from the street, still identifies the work as
such due to factors like the artist, having an existing reputation as a street artist, or using
materials like spray paint.7 For this reason, a Banksy seen in a museum could still be called
“street art” even though it is no longer, or never was, outdoors.
Another characteristic of street art is urban interventionism. David Pinder is one of the
leading researchers of urban intervention, which he defines as encompassing:
practices that are critical and politicized in relation to dominant power relations and their
spatial constitution, that are involved in but frequently disrupt everyday urban life, that
make use of artistic and creative means to question and explore social problems and
conflicts without necessarily prescribing solutions, and that resist the processes through
which urban spaces are currently produced in the interests of capital and the state as they
seek out and encourage more democratic alternatives.8
Street art stands out and is surprising in urban settings because it does not match its controlled
and orderly surroundings. Further, street art’s existence serves as a claim to that public space and
simultaneously a contestation of private ownership.
Building upon Pinder’s theory of urban interventionism, Swedish researchers Peter
Bengtsen and Matilda Arvidsson expound on this idea that street art is a contestation and
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reclamation of public space. 9 Bengtsen and Arvidsson describe street art as engaged in a battle
for public space since its medium, the street, is something that is already owned or occupied,
both physically and legally. Within street art, two claims for a surface are apparent: first, the
government or private owner’s, and second, the artist’s. This “coexistence” of claims exemplifies
how the law “recedes” (someone has stolen the space) and is “simultaneously curiously intensely
present in its absence” (the space is capable of being stolen).10 Therefore, street art is
antagonistic in nature combatting private architecture that controls the public. Ultimately, street
art advocates for a public that controls architecture.
Riggle’s definition of how street art operates can be understood in the work of Dan Witz,
a street artist and painter from Chicago but residing in Brooklyn. In 2008, Witz began a series
Ugly New Buildings which commented on new housing developments in his Brooklyn
neighborhood.11 He decided to glue his realistic stickers on these “ugly new buildings,” which he
found to be “interesting new textures and surfaces to interact with.”12 Figure 15 illustrates a
sticker Witz glued onto the walls of a condo in Williamsburg in which a person’s fingers seem to
be reaching out of an air grate on the side of the wall. As trompe l’oeil, Witz’s sticker shocks
viewers as they realize it is only an illusion; no one is actually trapped inside the building. Yet,
Bengtsen and Arvidsson’s theory is literally visible as Witz portrays a person imprisoned by
architecture struggling to free himself. Further, Witz’s work mimics elements of the street, such
as a grate, and simultaneously exists on the street, such as on buildings and construction walls
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(fig. 16). His work operates as street art because it makes use of a distinct medium, the street, by
way of subject matter, the grates, and context and location, an urban public space. In regards to
Young, because of Witz’s reputation as a street artist, any work he produces is associated with
street art to some degree. Lastly, Pinder’s definition is also relevant since Witz’s work disrupts
typical street scenes– the pristine wall of a condo– with unexpected images– someone trying to
escape through an air grate– and thus can be viewed as interventions.
The street art discussed in this thesis is related to graffiti, and therefore I cite examples,
but only briefly. Primarily in this thesis, mosaics, wheat pastes, stencils, and murals are
discussed. What makes these four media of visual art street art rather than public art (after all,
they both exist in public space) is street art is illegal where public art is legal. It is undeniable
that with the acceptance and growth of street art, there are now commissioned and/or legal
pieces, but street art has grown out of the practice of illegal mark making in public space,
specifically graffiti.
It is also worth noting that it is difficult or nearly impossible to determine if a work is
illegal or commissioned, as many images used in this thesis were taken personally or found on
Instagram and other sites on the Internet, which are the most prominent platforms where street
art is shared and disseminated. Ultimately though, whether the examples of street art in this
thesis are commissioned or illegal, they all have been born out of this artistic practice of leaving
one’s mark in public which opposes the power structures that enable such distinctions of space
by reclaiming the space for the opposed. Further, these works were conceived for, or at one point
existed in, an outdoor, public setting.
To summarize then, street art is either in an outdoor public setting, or if it is in a gallery
or museum, to be considered street art, the artist must have a history as a street artist, or the work
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must bear physical similarities to art on the street. Street art can be any form of art so long as it
interrupts the urban setting in some way. Further, street art is either illegal, or its commission
status or legality is not obvious, meaning it is not a corporate advertisement. And lastly, street art
exists on the street as an assertion of existence and a claim to space which is evident in the
movement’s development.
Street Art as Mark-Making and Place-Claiming
Instead of a lengthy survey of the history of street art, this section only focuses on graffiti
in order to root street art in a tradition of mark marking and reclamation of public space. I focus
on graffiti because it is a predecessor of visual street art. This is not to say graffiti is the sole
predecessor of street art, since Surrealism, the Situationists, and Dadaism share some of the same
performative aspects as street art, such as their interaction with and interventions in urban
settings. Not apparent in these other movements though is the insistence of presence that street
art and graffiti share in terms of their emphasis on the artist via noticeable signatures, called tags
in the street art sphere, and concern with visibility, in terms of location and repetition. I first
include a few incidents that have been identified by prominent street art theorist Magda Danysz
as key developments in graffiti for the way in which they root street art in a historical context
and exemplify this claim to space or assertion of existence. Then I consider the theoretical
implications of tagging as well as the intentionality behind graffiti artists choosing the specific
location for their work and their interest in having their work dispersed over and over certain
geographical locations.
Danysz begins her anthology of street art with the “Kilroy was here” incident.13 In 1942
during World War II, an anonymous factory worker in a Michigan munitions factory began
13
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writing “Kilroy was here” on every object that passed by on the assembly line. His autographed
bombs made it to Europe and inspired soldiers to write “Kilroy was here” on walls, leaving their
American mark in yet another way (fig. 17). This way of writing “Kilroy was here” was
repeated throughout Europe and grew to be associated with the American presence and claims on
European ground. The munitions worker, under the moniker “Kilroy,” took an inanimate and
depersonalized object, a bomb, capable of mass destruction with anonymous culpability, and
made it personal by claiming ownership of the bomb and its devastating results.
Another notable instance is Cornbread. Darryl McCray, using the tag “Cornbread,” in
order to get the attention of a young woman he was interested in, spray-painted his tag all over
Philadelphia in the 1960s.14 McCray went so far as to tag the private jet of the Jackson Five band
among other places (fig. 18). Whether McCray succeeded in winning the affection of this
particular woman is not known, but his desperation to be noticed by her is communicated in the
way he tagged a multitude of places and selected spots of high notoriety. It is not a coincidence
that graffiti is most evident on subways and trains; like Cornbread, these artists are trying to get
their name seen as far and as often as possible.
Alison Young explains the implications of the tag saying:
...tagging is about claiming an identity, saying, ‘I exist as a writer and in the act of
writing.’ When tags are removed by city authorities...for graffiti writers it is experienced
as an aggressive act: it not only refuses to acknowledge any value in the graffiti they
produce, no matter how complex or skillful, but seeks to negate their identity.15
The tag is the artist’s way of saying, “I did this, I was here, I am here.” Also, the tag is all about
identity. Early graffiti writers such as Taki 183, Top Cat 126, Stay High 149, and Tracy 168
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incorporated numbers into their tags. These numbers often indicated a zip code or street number,
such as with Taki 183, the number indicating growing up on 183rd street (fig. 19).16 The authors
Georgia Carragher, Julie Ann Pooley, and Myra F. Taylor, state that “For street artists, they use
monikers to indicate their place. Within their tag, their zip code, turf, and identity are
apparent…”17 Ultimately, the tag is the way of saying who owns this space, or who has made a
new claim to the space.
It is in this history of graffiti as mark-making and place-claiming in which street art is
situated. Street art’s insistence on authorship and ownership of space highlights and contests
power structures in public spaces. This antagonism between the public and private facilitates the
accomplishments of street art.
What Street Art Accomplishes
Street art accomplishes community engagement, accessibility, and dialogue, which are
the three subsections of this particular section. First, in “Engagement,” the three ways street art
engages local communities- open-authority, participation, and representation- is explained
through the examples of artwork by artists such as Mobstr, Numskull, Swoon and Vhils as well
as the street art festival Paint Memphis. These examples portray how street art concerns local
communities and invites their activity in determining, creating, and maintaining the artwork in
their neighborhood.
In terms of accessibility, this section considers three points: barriers, the Internet, and
atmosphere. First and briefly, street art is somewhat barrier-less, unlike museums, which makes
it easy to approach. Second, street art extends its already pervasive space in the cityscape by
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utilizing the Internet to spread its territory to practically the limitless. These two points, barriers
and the Internet, facilitate an atmosphere of accessibility in the realization of street art as a thirdplace. In this last theoretical section “Accessibility,” the theory of Oldenburg is revisited and
applied to the street which explains how dialogue is made possible via street art.
Lastly, in terms of dialogue, street art is embedded in questions of space– who owns it
and who decides what is there. Briefly, I consider site-specificity and institutional critique to
ground street art in previous and ongoing dialogues in which art has participated. From these two
previous artistic engagements with space street art’s current characteristic as urban
interventionism becomes clear. Street art is part of the ongoing dialogue on space by way of its
unsanctioned intervention in the public sphere. It is by way of street art’s accessibility that not
only artists but also the community is invited to engage with and question the relationships
bound in public space.
Engagement
Engagement has four components: the community, open-authority, participation, and
representation. Community is apparent within the last three components. First, local inhabitants
all have the capability to determine the artwork’s continued existence. Due to the openauthoritative nature of street art, street art’s outcome is out of the artist’s hands once he leaves
the piece on the wall. After this, people can tear it down, report it, or even embellish it with their
own street art– all of which are forms of participation as well. Not only do locals have the
capacity to physically determine the artwork, but they also have the opportunity to see
themselves represented in the street art, not necessarily literally, but via their interests and ideas.
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The open-authoritative nature of street art can be seen through the street artist Mobstr’s
Look mum I’m painting walls legally now (fig. 20) in Norway.18 Not long after Mobstr’s mural
was finished, the piece was retagged to say, “Sorry Mum I’m painting walls illegally again” (fig.
21). The word look was painted over in white, with only one original o remaining from look.
Further, the now was crossed out. Mobstr responded without hostility but rather with acceptance,
saying:
...Some people cover their work in anti-Graffiti paint whilst others touch up vandalism as
it occurs. I think it’s more interesting for the work to evolve and embrace the interactions
of the street. My illegal pieces get tagged and buffed, and that is accepted as being a
consequence of putting pieces up in the street.19
Even though Mobstr’s work was altered, just as he seized the opportunity to claim a piece of the
street, so did the person who drew over his piece. In this way, street art can be an ongoing
conversation and an ever-evolving piece of art.
Not all participation need come from painting over someone else’s work. More organized
methods of participation are possible including calls for public input. An example of such is the
production of a mural in New Zealand by the artist Numskull (fig. 22).20 The artist traveled to
Christchurch in 2016 with the hopes of creating a mural that would respond to the 2011
earthquakes that devastated the city. Numskull, working with George Shaw of “Oi You!”, an
organization that produces street art festivals, installations, and other projects, put a call out to
locals for a phrase that would best represent and reflect their city. It is worth noting that Oi You!
was contacted by the Christchurch Earthquake Recovery Authority (CERA) to conceptualize and
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create a street art project that would engage the Christchurch community.21 Out of the 350
entries, the phrase, “I always knew you would come back,” submitted by one local was selected,
who then went on to help Numskull paint the piece as well.22 In this way, locals were able to
participate in the art production of their city both in terms of conception and execution. Instead
of leaving the redevelopment of the city to city planners, locals were able to reclaim and rebuild
their landscape through this cooperative mural.
Street art is not always participatory though, evident in the recent 2017 incident with
Paint Memphis, an annual street art festival in Tennessee. Over 150 artists gathered in midtown
Memphis on September 30th to paint individual murals for which the organizer, Karen
Golightly, had secured government and private permission.23 Months after the event, some
murals were deemed inappropriate, most notably one of a zombie by Dustin Spagnola (fig. 23)
due to its resonance as an “image of death,” to quote council chairman Berlin Boyd.24 Despite
several artists living from within a 2 mile radius of the festival and Golightly’s efforts to garner
input from those living in the neighborhood before the event, Paint Memphis was criticized for
not including the community sufficiently in determining the imagery for the various murals. This
has resulted in an increased effort towards dialogue with locals for the festival’s 2018 iteration.25
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Evident in the example of Paint Memphis, locals have a desire to have their interests and
ideas reflected in their surroundings. Two street artists in particular whose practice focuses on
representing the local are Swoon and Vhils. Caledonia Curry, under the moniker Swoon, is
famous for her intricate and mesmerizing wheat-pastes of everyday people.26 Swoon regarding
her practice states:
For me the most important thing now is to work where people live and to encounter
people who don’t necessarily visit places dedicated to art. If they don’t like my work,
they get rid of it. The mere existence of such a democratic space, in which everyone is
able to express themselves legally or otherwise, is essential for me. It gives me another
type of freedom, one that can only be found out in the world of the street.27
While Swoon is grateful for the open-authoritative nature of street art and invites people to
participate in her work, she goes further to reflect locals in her artwork. Her portraits are of
people she encounters, and though they represent an actual individual, they can be expanded to
portray different facets of humanity as a whole. For example, Swoon’s Zahra (fig. 24) depicts
Zahra Sherzad, a mother, philanthropist, and art director. Iterations of Zahra’s portrait, both in
the gallery setting and on the street, have come to represent not only Zahra as an individual but
perhaps motherhood in general. Zahra’s portrait has seen many iterations since 2008, but each
has the same image of a woman looking off to the side with a slightly rounded stomach. From
her midsection intricate designs extend and what seems like a coiled fishtail projects from the top
of Zahra’s belly, perhaps communicating the growing life inside her. Swoon’s portraits are
deeply personal in that they serve as collective identities in some cases.
Another artist concerned with the local is Vhils. In 2012, Alexandre Farto, under the
name Vhils, went to Rio de Janeiro to participate in a community project at Morro da
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Providencia, which is the oldest favela in the city. For this project, Vhils created a reductive
portrait (fig. 25), of Edson da Silva at age 72, who had lived in the favela for 48 years, and due to
the redevelopment of the area for the 2014 World Cup and 2016 Olympics, had been evicted.28
In recalling his portrait of Edson da Silva, the artist recounts, “Despite the traumatic experience,
Mr. Edinho, as he is known by his friends, told me when we caught up again one year later,
pointing towards his portrait, ‘See, I haven’t moved, thanks to you I’m still living here in the
same place!’”29
Swoon and Vhils are two representative street artists, working in different media, who
find inspiration in the real people they encounter on a daily basis. Their work serves as a
commemoration of not just a local place but also local people. These portraits become emblems
of the city and portray how locals are reflected in their community in public, speaking directly to
the local community every day.
Accessibility
Accessibility depends on removing barriers as well as cultivating spaces that invite
participation. Arguably, museums have a more difficult task in terms of accessibility since they
are responsible for maintaining millions-of-dollars-worth of art, and therefore, it would be
inadvisable to model themselves completely after street art’s accessibility. Hordes of visitors at
the Museum of Modern Art already cram close enough to Van Gogh’s Starry Night; imagine if
they were able to actually touch the piece without a guard at hand to reprimand them. Yet, there
is something admirable in street art’s accessibility that could be appropriated into the culture of
museums; it is that street art meets people where they are physically rather than asking people to
come to it. This ease of visibility comes from first removing certain obstacles and is followed by
28
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expanding the space of engagement to the Internet. All of these measures towards increased
accessibility are compounded by an atmosphere of openness which is clear in street art’s identity
as a third-place.
Specific barriers that could keep someone from visiting a museum include an entrance
fee, the operating hours, and the location. With street art, there is no entrance fee, the operating
hours are 24/7, and the location is everywhere. As Justin Armstrong posits, “street art operates
on a model of coexistence and hybridization, blending with the city and quietly existing in its
hidden corners, acting in subtle ways to breathe art into the deadening grey of the city.”30
Armstrong identifies how street art becomes the fabric of the city, embedded in its walls,
becoming a fixture in the daily landscape. In order to view street art, all someone has to do is
leave their house, although, with street art’s proliferation on the Internet, one could actually see
street art at home as well.
Street art is finding itself digitized and shared in the same way that museums are making
their collections available online. Popular websites and forums such as Woostercollective.com,
Globalstreetart.com, and Widewalls.com are among one way people experience street art.
Instagram accounts such as @streetartglobe (which is certified with 4.1 million followers as of
2018), @streetartnews (with 693,000 follows as of 2018), and @streetartnyc (with 95,900
followers as of 2018) are increasingly popular. With this accessibility of artwork, viewers are
able to participate in the artwork in the unique way Alison Young describes:
Just as people wander the Tate Modern contemplating the difference between a
Lichtenstein and a Warhol, or the life experience of Kiefer and Richter, the fans of street
art discuss the respective merits of early and late Blek le Rat piece, or speculate as to the
details of Banksy’s biography.31
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As Young points out, more people are able to engage with art when its confines are expanded.
While there are not barriers prohibiting people from viewing street art, and even with the
increasing capability to view street art online, there is still a more abstract and perhaps more
important component to accessibility- atmosphere. Here is where street art realizes its identity as
a third-place. Oldenburg identifies third-places as neutral, accessible, accommodating, and
inclusive. The neutrality of street art lies in the fact that no one is authorizing or spoon-feeding
the artwork as art; rather, it the viewer who is capable of defining for themselves if the artwork is
vandalism or art. Further, with no capital in the picture, the viewer of street art is just that, a
viewer, rather than a customer. In terms of accessibility, Oldenburg’s insistence that third-places
should be situated in a well-trafficked area that is ideally in the center of community activity,
could not be more descriptive of street art which occurs at the center of commute on the streets.32
Lastly, street art accommodates in that it meets people where they are rather than asking people
to come to it, and it is inclusive in that its viewing and appreciation is open to everyone, not only
certain people with background knowledge of art history.
Street art is an open-air and virtual museum in some ways.33 It has not only removed the
roof of the museum but all of the walls and doors as well. Further, it has expanded its site of
operations from the city to the Internet. Perhaps, best of all, besides it being free, street art gives
control back to the public. While street art physically gives people control over the determination
of the artwork’s subject matter and/or its permanence, it also facilitates more abstract modes of
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control such as dialogue, or the opportunity for the public to consider their surroundings,
including the social relationships that constitute their spaces.
Dialogue
Lastly, dialogue occurs in street art primarily in terms of its relationship with space.
Specifically, site-specificity, institutional critique, and urban interventions are conversations
street art engages. Site-specificity and institutional critique morph into urban interventionism
when applied to street art, which is why those two are discussed first.
First, street art can be considered a site-specific practice, though it differs from how sitespecificity was understood at its conception. Miwon Kwon, the author of One Place After
Another, examines Richard Serra’s Tilted Arc (1981) as a prime example of site-specific
sculpture. 34 Serra created the steel curve specifically for the Federal Plaza in Manhattan. When
the work was criticized and threatened to be, and ultimately was, removed, Serra claimed the
piece would be completely ruined and fail to be an artwork anymore. Kwon expands our
understanding of site-specificity by arguing for a conception of site-specificity that does not limit
a site to a particular or tangible physical location. Instead, she suggests site-specific art may be
defined through its emphasis on displacement. It is for this reason that street art, now frequently
consumed via the Internet or in art institutions, participates in the discourse of site-specificity as
it calls viewers to question the ways and places art is experienced: virtually, in unsanctioned
means, and in museums and galleries. Ultimately though, street art is saturated in the questions
Kwon poses: What is the right place, what is the wrong place, and how does an experience with
the right or wrong place affect the self. In regards to street art, these questions would be: are
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museums the right place to view art, is the street a wrong place to view art, and how does this
seeming displacement of art affect our experience as individuals?
Street art also realizes institutional critique in some ways. While site-specificity, as
described above, deals with the site as physical and metaphysical experience, street art also
realizes Andrea Fraser’s distinction that, “Institutional Critique can only be defined by a
methodology of critically reflexive site specificity.”35 Fraser further differentiates institutional
critique from site-specificity by explaining that institutional critique not only questions itself and
its modes of operations but also investigates social relations.36 Street art questions not only the
tangible street or gallery, and the experience of both, but also the set of relationships bound in
those settings– the relationships between citizens and the government, as well as art viewer and
art authority, contained within ideas of private property. While there are some reasons why street
art may not be considered institutional critique because rather than appear within the institution
of the museum it creates an alternative space outside of the museum, street art in situ still
questions the power relations of museums present in the street.37
The dialogue of site-specificity and institutional critique is evident in street art in the
form of urban interventionism via the reclamation of public space. As Pinder suggests, an urban
intervention is a disruption of the public life and a resistance to the constraints on public life.38
One street artist in particular, Invader, is a prime example of this. A quote from 1979 by Nathan
Glazer, a sociologist and subway rider, can be seen as a prophecy for Invader’s moniker:
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[He, the subway rider] is assaulted continuously, not only by the evidence that every
subway car has been vandalized, but by the inescapable knowledge that the environment
he must endure for an hour or more a day is uncontrolled and uncontrollable, and that
anyone can invade it to do whatever damage and mischief the mind suggests.39
Glazer’s statement describes Invader’s practice completely; the unknown, self-proclaimed UFA,
Unidentified Free Artist, literally invades cities around the globe by gluing his mosaic pieces in
the most unlikely of places.40 Often, Invader’s ceramic tile creatures are characters from
Tomohiro Nishikado’s 1978 arcade video game Space Invaders, but Invader’s repertoire has
grown to include other icons pixelated such as the Pink Panther and Pokémon.
Invader describes his practice as such:
Little by little, I organised a detailed process by which I explore international densely
populated urban areas and ‘invade’ them. Usually, I try to display 20 to 50 pieces per
city, which is already a good score. Sometimes I happen to return several times in the
same city, deploying different ‘invasion waves’ as I like to call them. The goal is to
increase my score by continuously and restlessly invading new spaces.41
The “score” Invader is referring to is like a video game. Each time he successfully adheres one of
his street art pieces to an urban wall, he gains a point increasing his score. The question is who is
Invader competing against: himself, the city, or the government? Ultimately, Invader is engaging
public space, racking up points by claiming urban places as his by affixing his mosaics to them.
Like Godzilla ransacking Tokyo, Invader raids cities by expanding his claim on public spaces. If
Invader has successfully invaded a city, he has glued enough mosaics to the wall that his
presence is inescapable. His invasion of New York City can be seen in figures 26, 27, and 28.
All three of the theories mentioned above– site-specificity, institutional critique, and
urban interventionism– are at work within street art. These theories question space and the
39
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relationships bound in such spaces, which is also what street art does. Street art is part of the
ongoing conversation of who owns the street and invites participation and dialogue by way of
allowing the public control of what they see daily on their streets.
Conclusion
In this section, I first defined street art as a contemporary art movement in which art
exists in public settings in unsanctioned ways that contests the forms of control dictating the
public sphere. Then, I grounded this definition in the history of graffiti as a practice that marks
authorship and ownership of spaces. The insistence on existence manifests when street art
interrupts the everyday landscape of the city and questions who owns public space. With this
background information I explained how street art then achieves community engagement,
accessibility, and dialogue. In terms of engagement, I showed that street art is tied to the local
and provides opportunities for participation in: the artwork’s message, by way of invitations for
input and creation; representation, in locals seeing themselves or their interests actualized; or the
artwork’s existence because, with street art, authority is relinquished once the artist leaves his
mark on the wall leaving it up to the locals or the authorities to do what they wish with the piece.
In terms of accessibility, I considered the free and highly visible nature of street art which allows
for more people to experience it. This accessibility is extended by the use of the which allows
people to engage with the art whether or not they were able to see it in person. The crux of
accessibility though is the atmosphere as a third-place in which street art serves as a space of
equality where individuals find themselves outside of the typical hierarchy of viewing art which
exists in museums. Further, this accessibility allows for dialogue in which questions of space are
considered: who owns public space, who decides, and even, where does art belong? All of this
follows the discussion on museums and follows the same formatting as that section to show how
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street art realizes the social justice mandate of museums. What comes after this section is how
these aspects of street art can be applied further to museum practices in ways that differ from
bringing street art into the museum, as was done with Banksy’s exhibition at Bristol. Instead,
there are theoretical similarities I have pointed out in the previous two chapters which will
provide practical examples in the next section for street art and museum practices to meet inside
the space of the museum.
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CHAPTER IV: THE MUSEUM & STREET ART
This chapter poses tangible ways that museums can realize street art theory in their own
practices without actually exhibiting street art, thereby better realizing their own missions as a
21st century museum. The main point addressed here is how museums, which have a
commitment to social justice, can give power back to the communities they serve just as street
art serves as an outlet for the public to reclaim public space. By the three methods I provide in
this section, the museum can be reclaimed by the public. Each section in this chapter provides
one method for engagement, accessibility, and dialogue.
First, the subsection on engagement focuses on the practice of co-producing exhibitions.
The term co-producing I use synonymously with co-curating. Co-curating has been a practice in
the art sphere for several years with institutions such as the Whitney making it the norm for their
biennials. The difference behind co-curating in this thesis is an assertion that museums not just
partner with other art experts to create an exhibition but rather enlist the help and insight of nonart professionals, primarily found in the community. This idea to co-curate with the community
can be seen in how, with street art, the public sphere is reclaimed from one authority, namely, the
government or city planners who determine the local landscape, by specific individuals that
actually inhabit the space. In this way, everyone in the community is able to co-curate their
visual landscape; all they need is a can of spray paint. If museums were to appropriate street art’s
notion of shared authority in determining the use of spaces, it could be in the form of co-curated
exhibitions.
In the subsection about accessibility, I return to the notion of the Internet to lobby for the
digitization of museum collections as a method to increase the visibility of museum objects.
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Digitizing collections begins with photographing, the case for two-dimensional objects, or hightech scanners, the case for three-dimensional objects. Then, the results are uploaded online and
made available primarily through the institution’s website, as is the case for the Smithsonian
which is the example I use in this section. My argument is grounded in ICOM’s fourth code of
ethics which states, “Museums provide opportunities for the appreciation, understanding and
promotion of the natural and cultural heritage.”1 Cultural heritage has been defined by the United
Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) as “the entire corpus of
material signs- either artistic or symbolic- handed on by the past to each culture and, therefore, to
the whole of humankind,”2 and consists of both tangible objects such as paintings, sculptures,
manuscript and monuments, as well as intangible objects like performing arts.3 Museums have
been tasked with protecting cultural heritage, objects created by previous human cultures, which
unarguably they do by safeguarding it in temperature and moisture controlled temples.4 Yet, just
because museums house these objects of cultural heritage does not necessarily mean they possess
exclusive rights over them, since, as clearly defined in ICOM’s second code of ethics, the idea
behind keeping objects in museums is so that more people have access to heritage rather than one
looter.5 It is at this crossroads that street art intersects. Street art is inherently an ephemeral art
form that is posted on a wall one day to be removed or tagged over the next (fig. 29). For this
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reason, sometimes the only way street art can be accessed, especially when it no longer exists, is
via the Internet. Since museums already meticulously preserve their art, it is time for access to be
extended to the Internet, where the gates to information have been unlocked.
In the last subsection, notions of dialogue are built upon by the previous subsections on
engagement and accessibility which portray how participation is made possible by opening the
doors to the museum as wide as possible. Once the space is open and the hierarchy between
visitor and museum staff leveled, dialogue is made possible and is reciprocal in nature; both
parties offering something valuable to one another. I do not deny that dialogue occurs in
museums through thoughtful exhibitions, as the museum has a history of being a controversial
space displaying avant-garde art and challenging societal norms. Yet, primarily this contestation
has been led by the authority of the museum staff rather than with the participation or inclusion
of the public. In order to reclaim the museum for the public, the public deserves attention and
demands that their voice not only be heard but actually responded to. It is in this tension between
hearing and responding that this section unfolds. I begin with the example of Hans Haacke’s
MoMA Poll (1970) to show that museums have a history of engaging dialogue, but I build upon
this work through the research of Nina Simon to show how using ballots can be utilized by
museums to not only provide a platform for community engagement but also as a way to respond
to public demands. Interestingly, these two examples do not focus on audible conversation,
which I do not deny is an obvious method for dialogue and can be easily employed via the
formation of panels. Ultimately, the last method I offer is to not only provide an opportunity for
community input but to actually make use of, act upon, and respond to the acquired feedback.
The three subsections together serve to tie in how the ideology behind street art can be
utilized by museums to achieve their purpose as socially just institutions without literally
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showcasing works of street art. In the two sections above, “The Museum” and “Street Art,” I
plotted how each entity functions on its own accord. I explained what engagement, accessibility,
and dialogue look like confined to the specific media of the museum and street art. This last
section aims to marry the two to show how three methods in particular, inspired by street art
theory, can be valuable tools or resources for museums who wish to further their social justice
endeavors.
Engagement
In regards to engagement, I have referred to the terms community, open-authority,
participation, and representation throughout this thesis. I have narrowed community to mean the
local inhabitants of the site; specifically in this chapter, the focus is on the local community
surrounding the museum. For this subsection then, I provide one practical method via case study
for how museums can engage their local community. This engagement comes from: first,
practicing opening-authority, transferring certain powers only the museum staff possesses to the
public; second, participation, providing opportunities for museum attendees to become actively
involved in the functions of the museum; and third, representation, reflecting and hearing the
wishes and interests of their communities in the museum’s programming.
In response to the nature of open-authority within street art, in which the artist has
retaken control over the public space, it could be easy to believe I would suggest that the public
retake control over the museum by defacing artworks or perhaps even removing them from the
walls. While I am certainly not suggesting allowing visitors to smash the museum’s collection of
fine china or sharpie mustaches on portraits, there is something to gain by eliminating the
hierarchy between museum expert and visitor, specifically by allowing for more participation in
the function of the museum. While there are several ways for visitors of the museum to
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participate in the museum’s operations, such as certain scheduled programs that are targeted at
specific demographics or maker-spaces in which visitors can create their own artworks, what is
most similar to street art is a form of participation that includes a negotiation and determination
of how a space is going to be used. A prime example of this engagement then is in the
coproduction of exhibitions in which the community is able to play an active role in what is
displayed in the museum.
Curator Wayne Modest’s contribution to Viv Golding’s Museums and Communities titled
“Co-Curating with Teenagers at the Horniman Museum” serves as a case study for the coproduction of exhibitions.6 Modest considers how in 2010 the Horniman Museum in London
relinquished and transferred some of their curatorial powers to a certain demographic, youth,
having realized the group lacked active participation in the museum. For their 2012 exhibition,
The Body Adorned: Dressing London, the Horniman began recruiting participants in 2010 to help
curate the show by visiting local schools, reaching out to established contacts, and posting flyers
in the museum and on the Internet. Any teenager interested was then asked to provide a short
statement answering why they were interested in participating and what they hoped to gain from
the endeavor. How the museum recruited participants is noteworthy because while the museum
provided an open invitation for engagement, the participants showed an active interest and desire
to participate since they underwent somewhat of an application process, and further, there was no
monetary incentive involved; therefore, the relationship between museum and youth began as
reciprocal in nature, both interested in engaging with one another. The museum staff that
comprised the project team taught the participants about various aspects of curating exhibitions
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as well as interviewing methods the teenagers would employ to gather material for the
exhibition. Ultimately though, the museum staff let the results of the project develop organically,
to, as Modest states, “allow the young people to have a say in defining those outcomes.”7
The exhibition focused on how clothing and bodily adornments communicate identity.
Inspired by their vast collection of accoutrements, the museum decided to merge the past and the
present by also displaying contemporary fashion in London. The young people had a say in
choosing what clothes from the Horniman’s collection would be exhibited but also went on a
shopping trip where they were responsible for selecting outfits that would be displayed at the
exhibition. Further, the teenagers were responsible for the urban portraits aspect of the exhibition
in which they went out into the city, photographed and interviewed individuals on their style, and
then selected which photographs would be not only hung up in the exhibition but also used in
advertising the show.8 Reflecting on the exhibition, one teenager stated “it’s not like I’m coming
here just because you told me to come here;” another teenager finished his statement saying,
“Yeah we want to come.”9
Besides displaying the teenagers’ work and establishing a permanent youth panel to
advise the museum on issues concerning their demographic, the project raised questions about
the validity of community engagement.10 A question the teenagers and project staff kept
revisiting was, “[to] what extent are these programs geared more at achieving targets than
fulfilling the desires of our target audiences?...who is benefiting from these programs of
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engagement- the museums or the communities?”11 I do not presume to solve these questions but
instead wish to point out that these queries always will be inherent in community outreach
projects and should be asked continually by the museum staff. The Horniman Museum is not
claiming to have figured out how to perfectly co-curate or achieve optimal community
engagement, but rather, they do offer a unique example of how the museum can rethink certain
daily functions of the museum, such as curating, which they typically execute strictly among
museum professionals. By extending the activity of curating to the public the Horniman was able
to achieve not only participation by providing an opportunity for the community to become
actively involved in the functions of the museum but also representation as the desires of the
youth group continued to be heard and reflected by way of the implementation of the youth
panel.
Accessibility
Previously, I have explained how increasing accessibility depends on removing certain
barriers that make visiting the museum difficult for some as well as making modifications in
order to reach such people. While practically this commitment to accessibility can mean
sometimes extending operating hours or being proactive in implementing ADA regulations, it
also means fostering an atmosphere of accessibility in which the museum is a welcoming place
for all. In regards to street art, accessibility is evident primarily through the art form’s invasion of
public space and its utilization of the terrain people traverse daily. It is in this everyday nature of
street art that it becomes not only accessible but also welcoming. How street art meets people
where they are can be adapted by museums by way of increasing Internet access to the
collection, instead of requiring people to visit the physical museum in order to access cultural
heritage.
11
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Street art, by making itself incredibly accessible, also levels power structures. For
example, due to street art’s murky copyright laws, which investigating would be a thesis in and
of itself, essentially, once street art is posted on a wall not personally owned by or given official
permission to the artist, the artwork enters the public domain where anyone can photograph,
disseminate, destroy, or enhance the work.12 Therefore, it is in this regard that everyone has
access to the artwork and there is no hierarchy between who owns the artwork, since nobody
technically does, and who views and interacts with the artwork. It is in this way then that street
art’s accessibility has a twofold result: first, anyone can easily view it, and second, it levels the
hierarchy between artist/authority and audience.
Likewise, digitizing collections can have this same twofold effect. Digitizing collections
has seen a resurgence in urgency, especially in response to the recent fire that completely
devastated the National Museum of Brazil in September. The oldest human remains discovered
in the country and audio recordings of extinct indigenous languages were among the destroyed
and are perhaps lost forever.13 While digitizing collections is an important safeguard against such
tragedies to ensure the preservation of cultural history, digital preservation is also an important
way to enable the most use of collections.14 As mentioned before with the Google Arts & Culture
project, making museum collections available online is a way to ensure access to physical sites
people are unable to visit first-hand. There is a way in which offering the collection online and
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for free is also in the spirit of street art as, similar to reclaiming public space, it democratizes
knowledge taking art that was only available to certain demographics and making it available to
all.
An example of the digitization of collections comes from the Smithsonian. Under former
secretary G. Wayne Clough, the daunting task of digitizing the Smithsonian’s collection began
with the goal of scanning 14 million objects.15 In 2013, it was estimated that the digitization of
that many objects would take about 50 years; the time commitment compounded with the cost
and complexity of 3D scanning devices makes digitizing collections undeniably difficult and
unrealistic for several art institutions, although two-dimensional objects only require a camera of
solid quality. The answer to the question, “Why undertake such a difficult task?” is evident in
Clough’s explanation of the museum’s attempt to digitize its collection, specifically Native
American objects:
There are...cases where people know more about certain artifacts than we do. We have
lots of implements from Native American tribes, and they may know more about them
than we do, and we’d love for them to tell us about those objects. People are going to be
engaged with us in a conversation, not a monologue. We’re not the ‘Voice of God’
anymore.16
Clough’s statement highlights how opening authority and making certain museum
functions more accessible levels the hierarchy between museum expert and visitor, allowing
others to participate in and even benefit the museum, specifically by way of research. Yet, the
primary focus of this specific section is that by making collections available to people online, the
museum meets the everyday visitor where they are by utilizing a technology accessed by the
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majority of the population on a daily basis. It is in this way of providing cultural heritage free of
cost and increasing its accessibility that street art and online museum collections level power. In
this case with the Smithsonian’s digitized collection, anyone can view, interact, and even
download the work for free.17 The cultural heritage is truly free online in that anyone with
Internet connection can access it.
Dialogue
As discussed in the subsection above, participation is possible when access is expanded.
A subsequent result of increased accessibility is dialogue, which Freire’s theories on education
portrays as occurring when there is a leveling of sorts that enables both parties to see themselves
as able to participate equally, inform and benefit one another. With street art, dialogue is evident
as anyone is able to utilize the street as a platform to contest power structures or to even assert
their identity. With museums, while theorists like Cameron contend for a museum that resembles
a forum where varying narratives and opinions are evident, it seems like exhibitions are the sole
way museums attempt to do so. Twenty-first-century exhibitions, in an attempt to adhere to rally
cries for globalism and social justice, have aimed to curate exhibitions that are not myopic and
instead try to make room for varied experiences of identity. Yet, these exhibitions are still put
forth solely by the museum, exchanging one narrative, an exclusive one, for another narrative,
the inclusive one, further utilizing their power and authority to propagate their agenda. While I
am not arguing that this shift is not better than what it was previously, it is still just as dogmatic.
What has been missing is community input.
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An interesting case study of community input can be seen in Hans Haacke’s MoMA Poll
(fig 30).18 While previous scholarship has focused on the artwork’s achievement of highlighting
the undeniable role art institutions play in politics, what interests me about this specific piece is
the opportunity visitors of the museum possessed. The piece consisted of a sign, two transparent
boxes, and ballots. Haacke posed the question, “Would the fact that Governor Rockefeller has
not denounced President Nixon’s Indochina policy be a reason for you not to vote for him in
November?” on the sign above the ballot boxes. Nelson Rockefeller was the Republican
governor of New York and a MoMA trustee at the time, who did not oppose Nixon’s bombing of
Cambodia in 1969. A traditional reading of Haacke’s work is that the institution of the MoMA,
and even the visitors by attending the MoMA despite their vote, comply with and support not
only Rockefeller but also, indirectly, the bombing of Cambodia. Yet, another reading could be
that the artwork fostered dialogue about the role of politics in art by way of actually inviting and
encouraging participation by the community evident in the physical votes they could cast.
I only use Haacke’s work as a springboard and inspiration for dialogue, since community
engagement is not the heart of the work. Nina Simon’s ideas on museum participation can build
upon works like Haacke’s to provide examples for what active dialogue can look like in the
museum. With Haacke’s work, I do not know if the museum staff followed through with the
results of the work, which communicates how previous conceptions of dialogue have functioned
in museums– asking a question rather than listening to the response. Simon asserts that museums
have provided ways for visitors to comment on the museum’s functions, an example being guest
books placed at the exit of exhibition galleries, in which the museum has “erroneously assume[d]
that visitors want to participate ‘for the fun of it’ and that visitor’s don’t care how or if their work
18

“A Movement in a Moment: Institutional Critique,” Phaidon, accessed August 2018,
https://www.phaidon.com/agenda/art/articles/2016/september/13/a-movement-in-a-moment-institutional-critique/.

67

will be used.”19 Simon cites the Worcester City Art Gallery and Museum 2009 exhibition Top
40: Countdown of Worcester’s Favorite Pictures as a prime example of active and responsive
participation and dialogue in the museum.
The Worcester’s exhibition functioned similarly to popular TV shows in which the
audience determines who stays and who goes. The museum hung forty paintings from their
collection in one gallery with few educational aids or labels. At the center of the space, there
were stations where visitors could write on paper ballots casting their vote for favorite painting
as well as space to write why they chose what they did. Each week, these ballots were actually
tallied and then the rankings were hung beside the works for the duration of the week, until next
week’s rankings were revealed. In terms of the success of the event, a local newspaper published
every week’s rankings, spontaneous discussions emerged among the visitors about the value of
the works and their reasoning, people returned the next week to vote again or check their
favorite’s standing, and lines formed before the museum even opened with people of all ages
waiting to participate.20
There is a way in which the example above of the Worcester Museum and street art
operate out of a responsive and active nature. With street art, if the neighborhood likes the work,
it stays; if they do not, someone comes out with a bucket of paint or a power-washer and goes
over it. Following this logic, one might suppose I would support voting on whether the prized
Monet remains hung in its prime location of the museum or is tossed out with the trash. On the
contrary, both the Monet and the “scrawl” by a novice graffiti tagger are pieces of cultural
heritage, yet their value can be determined by everyone, not only by a select few of academics
who, to quote Wayne Clough again, possess the “Voice of God” and the power to determine
19

Simon, “Participatory Design,” 23.

20
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what artworks are important or not.21 What dialogue achieves is providing an opportunity for
communities to engage with museum collections, which, if the museum is wise, should impact
their operations in some way, since, after all, they survive on the public’s interest and attendance.
Conclusion
In this section, I have translated the theory that street art and museums have similarities
in their mission to the public into practical methods that realize this resemblance. First, I have
offered co-producing exhibitions as a way to facilitate community engagement. Why I chose coproducing exhibitions is because the act depends on multiple individuals negotiating a process or
outcome, similar to how street art operates by way of individuals determining and contesting
what their visual landscape is going to look like. I used the example of a co-curated exhibition at
the Horniman Museum to show that first, it can be done, and second, co-producing exhibitions
achieves the mission of museums to serve their public.
Second, I returned to the topic of the Internet to advocate for digitizing collections as a
way for museums to increase accessibility. I referenced street art’s nature as free and pervasive
in situ and online as an inspiration for museums to bring artwork to the terrain their visitors
traverse daily, the Internet, rather than ask people to pay to come to their physical building.
Using the Smithsonian’s endeavor to digitize millions of objects in their collection I showed that
by allowing more people to view their artwork, the institution also provided a way for more
people to interact and engage with the work as well. While I acknowledged that digitizing entire
museum collections is not feasible for certain institutions lacking funds, I do identify digitizing
collection as a long-term process museums can begin in order to achieve the call to make cultural
heritage as accessible as possible.

21
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Lastly, I suggested that conceptions of dialogue in museums have been primarily onesided in which museums still assert their authority on the public. I identified the public as the
main component lacking in dialogue attempted by museums and asserted that in order for the
museum to be reclaimed by the public, a way must be made for people to be heard and
responded to. I used the example of how the public has power within the realm of street art to not
only create artwork but also to determine if artwork is removed or preserved as a basis for
museums to allow their public more input on collections. I included two examples of exhibitions
that utilized ballots and polling, one building upon the other, as a way for museums to not only
provide a platform for community input but also as a method to respond and shape the museum
space to public concerns. I did provide a warning though that community input should not to be
used to discard, de-access, or destroy artworks but instead it can be as a way for visitors to make
meaning of the collections on their own rather than have the value of artworks imposed upon
them by museum experts.
Ultimately, this section can be gleaned for three practical methods museums can employ
to introduce elements of street art into their institutions without taking a Banksy off of the street.
If museums are looking for new ways to further their mission as a socially just institution then
they can find a few examples by looking at the contemporary phenomenon of street art.
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CHAPTER V: CONCLUSION
It is fitting that this conclusion would follow directly after a discussion on dialogue in the
museum. While I have presented how street art theory can be employed by museums to further
their endeavors as socially just institutions, I do not mean to assert my agenda on museums or
individuals who do not view community engagement as a chief concern of such institutions. For
many, the art museum is a place where they want to view capital A “Art” not lowercase a “art.”
What I mean by this is, for some, the museum is a temple and should remain a temple– the
authority and expertise of the staff and even the art canon prized, validated, and sought after.
Along the same line, there is a way in which some people only want the museum to be relevant
to their life, to the now– history and tradition is thought to be rather bland or meaningless. This
identity crisis is spurred by questions of museums: are they immutable repositories and guardians
of the best art the world has to offer or are they community resource centers that also just happen
to have some pretty expensive art hanging on the wall? To reconcile the two, the ethos of this
thesis is that art does not have to be “either/or” but can be “both/and.” Museums have faced these
polarizing questions before: is the museum a temple or a forum?1 is it for something or for
someone?2 Perhaps though the museum is both a temple and a forum, both simultaneously for
something and for someone.3 Similarly, my ultimate statement is that the museum can be both
for traditional conceptions of art and radical conceptions of art, both for quiet reflection and for
active participation, both for museum staff and for community members.
1

Duncan, “The Museum.”

2

Weil, “From Being About Something.”

3

This personal notion of both/and has been suggested and is heavily influenced by Phillips, “The Temple and the
Bazaar.”
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By engaging this same dialect that posits street art against museums, which states the
right place for art is either in a museum or on the street, I have aimed, with this thesis, to show
that street art with museums can be a beneficial phenomenon. I do not suggest museums drop
what they are currently doing to make way for street art in their institutions. Rather, I wonder
how museums can both function in their traditional modes while also engaging contemporary
movements and phenomena. Street art is just one example of a contemporary movement that
identifies a zeitgeist of political and social action. I hope to suggest that by looking to the general
public, specifically the art they are producing and engaging with daily, might help museums
negotiate their contemporary role in society.
The question that propels this thesis is, “what if museums and street art actually have
more in common than we think?” By exploring the notions of engagement, accessibility, and
dialogue in both, it is clear that the two have much in common. How their similarities are applied
impact museum practices in tangible ways and can form museums into the socially just
institutions of the 21st-century. What I hope to highlight is that this tension between street art and
museums is valuable, as is the tension between what we expect museums to accomplish and what
we prefer they rather not do. Figuring out how to utilize this tension rather than negate or squash
it is what ultimately matters for and impacts the future of museums.
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APPENDIX
FIGURES

Figure 1. Banksy, Rage, the Flower Thrower, 2005, stencil, Jerusalem (Photo: Michael Owens).
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Figure 2. Buff Monster, no title, 2018, spray paint, Brooklyn, NY (Photo: Samira Chambers).
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Figure 3. Olek, Woolly Bully, 2011, yarn, New York City, NY.

Figure 4. Myth, no title, 2017, wheat-paste, New York City, NY (Photo: Samira Chambers).
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Figure 5. Invader, BBO_23, 2007, mosaic, Bilbao (Photo: Invader).

Figure 6. RAD, no title, 2018, sticker, Brooklyn, NY (Photo: Samira Chambers).
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Figure 7. Banksy, no title, 2018 stencil and spray-paint, Paris (Photo: Phillipe Lopez).

Figure 8. Banksy, Untitled, 2009, mixed media, Bristol Museum, Bristol (Photo: Naomi).
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Figure 9. Banksy, Rembrandt, 2009, mixed media, Bristol Museum, Bristol (Photo: Phillips).

Figure 10. Banksy, Untitled, 2009, installation, Bristol Museum, Bristol (Photo: Art of the State).
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Figure 11. Banksy, Untitled, 2009, installation, Bristol Museum, Bristol (Photo: Art of the State).

Figure 12. Banksy, Untitled, 2009, installation, Bristol Museum, Bristol (Photo: D_D_Italia)
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Figure 13. Banksy, Untitled, 2009, installation, Bristol Museum, Bristol (Photo: Art of the State).

Figure 14. Banksy, Untitled, 2009, installation, Bristol Museum, Bristol (Photo: Art of the State).

86

Figure 15a and 15b, Dan Witz, no title, 2008, mixed media, Brooklyn, NY (Photo: Dan Witz).

Figure 16a and 16b. Dan Witz, no title, 2009, mixed media, Brooklyn, NY (Photo: Dan Witz).

Figure 17. Film still from Operations Crossroads, Atom Bomb Test, Bikini Atoll, Department of
Defense, 1947.
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Figure 18. Cornbread, no title, circa 1965 (Photo: Wide Walls).

Figure 19a and 19b. Taki 183, no title, spray paint, New York City (Photos: Lois Stavsky and
Petros Kasfikis)
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Figure 20. Mobstr, Look mum I’m painting walls legally now, 2012, spray paint, Stavanger,
Norway (Photo: Anonymous Art of Revolution).

Figure 21. Mobstr and anonymous, Look mum I’m painting walls illegally again, spray paint,
Stavanger, Norway (Photo: Anonymous Art of Revolution).
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Figure 22. Numskull, I always knew you wouldn’t come back, 2016, mural, Christchurch, New
Zealand (Photo: Ian Macbeth).

Figure 23. Dustin Spagnola, no title, 2017, mural, Memphis, TN (Photo: Commercial Appeal).

90

Figure 24. Swoon, Zahra, 2008, wheat-paste, Brooklyn, NY (Photo: Swoon).

Figure 25. Vhils, no title, 2012, Rio de Janeiro (Photo: Vhils).
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Figure 26. Invader and Above, no title, Photographed July 20, 2017, mosaic and spray paint,
Little Italy, New York City (Photo: Samira Chambers).
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Figure 27. Invader, no title, Photographed October 21, 2017, mosaic, New York City (Photo:
Samira Chambers).

Figure 28. Invader, no title, Photographed October 21, 2017, mosaic, Chelsea, New York City
(Photo: Samira Chambers).
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Figure 29a and 29b. Faile, no title, photographed August 18, 2018, Brooklyn, NY.
Anonymous, no title, photographed September 2, 2018, Brooklyn, NY.

Figure 30. Hans Haacke, MoMA Poll, 1970, MoMA, New York City.
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