OPEN-AIR GALLERIES EXPLORE
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From public nuisance to statementmaking public art, Bianca Coleman
gets to grips with the graffiti writers and
muralists who are transforming walls,
streets, entire neighbourhoods…
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f you’ve ever gazed upon an
elaborate and colourful piece
of graffiti on a wall and
considered it beautiful but at
the same time wondered what
the heck it says or means, the good news
is you’re not supposed to know.
One trick is to look through the camera
on your phone and the letters will become
clearer, suggests Alexandre Tilmans of
NPO Baz-Art, organisers of the annual
International Public Art Festival (IPAF),
which runs in Cape Town this month. ‘It’s
part of a subculture – a code and language
between those who know one another and
can speak to one other without everyone
else understanding.’
For the average Joe on the street, who
has no knowledge of a tin of spray paint
beyond using it to put his house number
on the wheelie bin, and is not privy to the
codes and conduct of this underground
world, misconceptions can exist.
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‘Graffiti consists of “tags”, which are
a type of signature done in seconds;
“throwups”, usually being a bubble style
of letters done with two or three colours
created in a few minutes; and “pieces”,
which are more of a production with lots
of detail, colour and technique and which
take hours if not days to create,’ explains
Dbongz, a street artist from Soweto.
‘Some writers only ever do tags,’
explains Tyler B Murphy, a respected Cape
Town artist. ‘Some will go on to create
more elaborate versions of their signature
such as the writer’s name written with
many colours in a particular letter style.
Some will add a character such as

This page: Cape Town artist Tyler B Murphy
with one of his floral murals (top); throwup-style
signature by Soweto street artist Dbongz (right)
Previous page: A large-scale mural by Joburg
artist Mars that was part of last year's IPAF in
Cape Town
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a face or an animal – anything that is
not a letter – to complement the letters
in their tag.’
Murphy says that typically those writers
responsible for the best characters will
find more opportunities to create more
elaborate graffiti and explore other ways
to make art. These will be the first ones
invited to mural festivals to paint largescale works for a fee, high above the street
level, safe from the tags that started the
whole process.
Dbongz says that proper ‘street art’
is about ‘productions’ – murals that can
range in size all the way up to buildingsized creations known as XXLs.
Page 33 from Tshwane is part of
a graffiti art duo known as Sweetooth
with her partner Zesta. She believes public
spaces are made more interesting through
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Abstract character piece by Mars (left); one of
last year’s IPAF large-scale murals (bottom
right); a bright, bold, three-dimensional
artwork at IPAF 2019 (bottom left); an entire
building transformed with colour by Tshwane
artist Page 33 (centre)

the transformation of a blank street wall
into something more akin to an outdoor
gallery using an awesome mural.
She believes there’s been a fundamental
shift in the way such street art is
perceived. ‘The biggest change
is commercial murals vs graffiti
mentality. One has to also understand
the importance of freedom of speech/
expression though,’ she continues. ‘Some
artists have very unique styles or messages
which are embraced for commercial use,
and they can make a living, so that is great.
Other artists enjoy the lifestyle, painting
rather than sitting in an office. Whatever
the reason, what is the alternative?
An ugly grey wall? Empty grey walls
bother me…’
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WORD ON THE STREET

If you haven’t downloaded VoiceMap yet, what are you waiting for? Created in Cape Town,
the easy-to-use app offers dozens of walking tours all over the world – all from the comfort
of your phone. Many are free, and can be downloaded before you travel.
The audio guides are narrated by knowledgeable locals who share insights about their
home cities and attractions with visitors and tourists – some are quite focused on specific
issues or narratives or contexts. With the Baz’Art Salt River Street Art Tour (an expensive
one at $5.99), you’ll view more than 100 large-format works in Woodstock and Salt River
which form the collective body of public work that has changed the way locals see their
neighbourhoods.
It begins at the suitably brightly painted Beth Uriel Orphanage, 289 Victoria Road,
which is the hub for this year’s IPAF. ‘They have a coffee shop called Me’Kasi Kafé where
everything takes place – the market, the entertainment,’ says Alexandre Tilmans.
In Joburg, you can do the Newtown Graffiti and Heritage Walk (just $1.99); the area is
one of the city’s most interesting examples of urban renewal and cultural diversity as it
becomes increasingly more colourful in the eyes and hearts of the people. voicemap.me

International Public Art Festival
Salt River, Cape Town
12-17 February
ipafest.co.za

ouis de Villiers is
a South African artist and
instigator now living and
working in Brooklyn, New York. Originally
from Durban, he previously worked under
the moniker of Skullboy from 2006 to 2017
and has exhibited extensively throughout
South Africa and abroad. He cautions
against ‘that hooligan bullshit’.
Rebellion is the backbone of graffiti,
sure, but it trivialises the work and the
people involved, he says. ‘Don't get me
wrong, the crowd sometimes can (and
does) get a little rough, but there’s nothing
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“light” about someone scaling a billboard
framework to paint a highway sign, three
storeys up, over a four-lane highway in the
black of night.
‘I've had friends break legs on tracks,
get shot at by Metro Police, beaten with
baseball bats by residents, guns pulled
on them by other graf writers – people die
doing this stuff.
‘On the other end of the spectrum,
muralists are making careers of painting
walls – being able to travel the world,
raise their kids, and pay taxes – just like
“normal upright citizens”.’

Jack Mantis began painting in 1996,
and has seen the art form’s constant
metamorphosis. ‘When I started, there
were very few graffiti writers, and for
the most part society knew very little of
the art form. So getting up and getting
known was like a veld fire,’ he says.
‘The public’s interest was astonishing.
We were spread across the headlines
as vandals, gangsters and crime lords.
These assumptions couldn’t have been
further from the truth. We were all
just simply youngsters obsessed
with putting our names on everything;
a close-knit group of cross-cultural
friends living together and spending every
cent and moment we had on paint. I never
considered graffiti anti-establishment.
Society was, and is, simply our canvas,
and the public our target audience.’
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The folks behind Baz-Art embrace
this concept with IPAF engaging local
and international artists to complete
25 large-scale murals in the Salt River
area. Visitors will be able to interact with
them, as well as with the residents who
have given permission for their houses or
businesses to be decorated. The City of
Cape Town has to approve this as well,
because of a pesky rule which outlaws
any kind of mural – no matter
how gorgeous.
‘I think well-curated street art festivals
across the world have had a major
impact on the number and quality of
murals that exist, a fair number of which
are supported by property developers,
looking to increase awareness of and foot
traffic into a certain neighbourhood,’
says Murphy.
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Artist in action at last year’s IPAF
(above); creating awareness with
a large-scale pangolin mural at
IPAF 2019 (below)

‘Wealthy investors would have recently
acquired a sizable chunk of the area
before encouraging the street art. Cape
Town is far behind the rest of the world
in this regard. Firstly because of the
conservative nature of the landlords who
own the walls, and secondly because the
artists in this city have suffered under the
constitutionally unsound graffiti by-law.
‘This by-law makes it much harder
for artists to paint murals legally. It is
further worsened by the city not fulfilling
its side of the deal to provide legal walls
all across greater Cape Town, for young
artists to practise their skills.’
Whether you’re squinting through the
lens of your camera or stepping back to
get the full impact of a six-storey mural,
there is most likely to be a message of
some sort, which varies from artist to
artist – politics, religion, humour, among
other subjects, says Dbongz. ‘Social
commentary is at the forefront with
artists never missing a chance to have
their say.’
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Pictures: Melissa Cucci, Dbongz, supplied

Cape Town’s fourth International Public Art
Festival takes place in Salt River, an industrial
neighbourhood that’s been undergoing steady
transformation thanks to makeovers performed
on its old buildings. The festival’s theme this year
is ‘Digitalisation’ and will see around two dozen
high-calibre artists, many of them international,
adding their creative visions to exterior surfaces
throughout the precinct. The festival, which
includes guided tours and workshops and the
opportunity to watch the artists at work, is
headquartered at Me’Kasi Kafé, 289 Victoria Road,
and runs from 12 to 17 February. ipafest.co.za

he messages conveyed by public
street art play a ‘massive role’
in all communities, he says. ‘Not
only is it aesthetically pleasing, it adds
loads of colour to mundane spaces, and
given the right quality of artists, street art
usually sparks debate and gets people to
engage in progressive conversations that
are more informative and educational than
anything else.’
Page 33 says she’s interested in
spreading messages of positivity and unity.
‘The world can do with a little more love
and understanding. Painting alongside
Zesta – who has a more humorous
approach – we can at the least hope to
bring a smile to your face.’
Another Joburg artist, who goes by
the name Mars (whose work is pictured
right), says it’s about freedom – freedom
to take back public space and freedom to
express. ‘It’s art for the everyday person
who is not going to galleries, who can’t
afford high-end art or didn’t learn about
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institutionalised art. It’s not inclusive for
a select few, it’s for everyone.’
Then again, nowadays there’s more
than a fair amount of graffiti, graffitiinspired and graffiti-styled art that’s
found its way into galleries. Acclaimed
South African street artist Faith XLVII
who is now based in Los Angeles, has
had solo exhibitions in New York and
London and her socially conscious work
has evolved into video installations and

other mediums, plus she still creates
massive immersive and interactive
pieces that span large buildings.
And as for the artist formerly known
as Skullboy? Well, you only have to
check out his astonishing interior
mural in the lounge at the fabulous
Salsify at the Roundhouse restaurant in
Cape Town to understand just how far
street art has come, and how rich its
possibilities are.
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