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IN THE BEGINNING WAS THE WORD

This story is about graffiti and street art in Manchester, 
but inevitably it starts in London with Banksy, the only
street artist ever to have become a household name. 

Oh … and just because this is the begining of the story,
that doesn’t mean there’s a middle or an end. It’s more
like my random scribblings.
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GRAFFITISM

Banksy’s celebrity is such, that his works
are protected behind glass (well, Perspex)
and the very plaster the paint sits on is
removed from walls and sold to galleries.
The Perspex also stops other street artists
adding embellishments or admonishments.
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CELEBRITY

In 2010, workmen cleaning up an
electricity substation in Manchester’s
Northern Quarter, found a forgotten
piece of Banksy graffiti – a lion’s head on
a poodle’s body. It was by his standards
crude and unremarkable, but the
currency of his celebrity made it a tourist
attraction in the head of Councillor Pat
Karney, who gushed, “It’s all very exciting”. 

In 2007, before Banksy’s show at Bristol
Art Gallery, council workmen had
painted over one of his murals mistaking
it for the work of someone not famous.
Manchester City Council was not going
to make the same mistake and spent
some of its £100,000 graffiti-cleaning
budget on a wooden frame and a sheet
of protective Perspex. This in turn was
covered in stickers, including one that
parodied the council’s graffiti removal
phone line. Once again the Banksy is
hidden from view and maybe forgotten.
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PERMISSION

One Manchester street artist (Kelzo)
defined the difference between
‘street art’ and ‘graffiti’ as being
a question of permission… 
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(Not Kelzo)
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PERMISSION
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On the other side of the suitably
protected Banksy lion-headed poodle,
new murals appear every three
months, painted with the permission
of the owner as part of the Out House
public art project. (‘Outhouse’ because
they are painting on what was a public
lavitory.) It’s left up to the artist to
choose the subject. Subjects have
been political such as SLM art’s mural
of whistle blower Edward Snowden.
Memorialsing, such as the bees
painted after the 2017 Manchester
Arena terrorist attack, or both in the
portrait of George Floyd, the black
American man whose killing by police
sparked global protests around ‘Black
Lives Matter’.. 
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PERMISSION

Street art is usually considered a subversive medium.
Does knowing the owner of a property has given their
permission lessen this? Is scribbling with a marker pen
on a bus shelter more radical?
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THE POLITICS OF STREET ART
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THE POLITICS OF STREET ART

Street art [LEFT] Graffiti [RIGHT]



– 19 –

GRAFFITISM



– 20 –

THE PERSONAL IS POLITICAL

Examples of graffiti which reflect the concerns of the writers, 
some concerns seem rather more specific than others. 
Some street art is witty, some graffiti is funny.
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WRITING ON WALLS

A vinyl tarpaulin with a printed brick
pattern, covers and protects an actual
brick wall that is in a bad state of repair.
Someone still tagged it.
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GRAFFITISM

“Now you’re tagging” – Humorous reworking of a
British Telecom advertising tag line (pun intended).
Phone boxes were often graffited. Tags are a sort of
brand – graffiti trademarks without the lawyers.
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ADBUSTING

Graffiti is as much a part of urban street scenery as advertising
hoardings are. Sometimes, the juxtaposition between one and
the other subverts the carefully constructed image of the
advertisement. Tagging on a poster is one crude example, but
some graffiti is intended by the artist to criticise the specific
brand or consumerism in general, or call people a twat.  
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GRAFFITISM

[LEFT] Banksy (again) satirises consumerism with a shop selling 
his ‘homewares’.  [RIGHT] An advertising poster for Chanel’s ‘Coco
Mademoiselle’ perfume used a handwritten logo type reminiscent of
graffiti. Unwittingly, the graffiti satirises this. 



– 26 –

SOLD OUT

Advertisers have appropriated street art – The sort of people
who respond (positively) to street art, fit an existing
demographic for people selling stuff. Some accuse street
artists who do advertising as selling out, but it’s one of the
few paying commissions open to them.  

The same demographic is a target for people renting out
student accommodation. The Circle-Square development
used graffiti inspired branding on the hoardings surrounding
their building site, but then took offence when someone
added the real thing. [SEE RIGHT]  
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GRAFFITISM

[THIS PAGE] Graffiti criticism of redevelopment.
[NEXT PAGE] Street art festival. Part of the ‘edgy’
feel developers cultivate and curate in their
conversion of a former industrial area into city
centre living.
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GRAFFITI v STREET ART

Graffiti v Street art: Work produced during a 
street art festival is tagged a few weeks later.
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BUT, IS IT ART?

But is it art? Increasingly the difference is
one of monetary value. Jean-Michel
Basquiat and Keith Haring have been
joined by Banksy in becoming very
saleable, something he satirizes in his
film ‘Exit Through The Gift Shop’. In
Rusholme, geographically near to, but
culturally far from the Northern Quarter,
a poster for the film was adorned in
marker pen with a one-word review:

“Shit”. This was definitely graffiti not  street
art, and something Banksy would
approve of.

What is the intent?
Is it selling or telling?
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STREET ART & THE ART WORLD
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The worlds of fashion and art  have tried to
appropriate and monetise it, but when it is
moved from a brick wall in the street to a
white wall in a gallery, street art loses much
of its social context, which is its main point.
Without context it is  just decoration.

Whether it is seen as art or vandalism, graffiti or street
art, it is part of the urban backdrop 

Banksy’s ‘Turf War’ (2003) picture of
Sir Winston Churchill with a green
Mohican, references the incident
during riots in 2000 when a turf of
grass was placed on the head of
the statue of Churchill in
Parliament Square.
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ART ON THE STREET

Flyposting an exhibition of pop art at Tate Liverpool 
despite the graffiti type warning not to. 
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[NEXT PAGE, TOP] Art on the Street, was a campaign to get people to
visit art galleries. Famous paintings were displayed on advertising
hoardings

[BOTTOM] Whilst The Whitworth Gallery was being refurbished, some
of its artworks were displayed in unusual settings, such as [LEFT]
Selfridges and [RIGHT] back in its original setting.
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ART OF THE STREET

Street artists setting up their own outdoor ‘galleries’ 
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GRAFFITISM

Street art is by nature ephemeral, this piece more than others, 
the artist didn’t like it, so painted it black and started again
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CONTEXT

Context is everything…
Irony (seemingly) is nothing…

Where else would ‘Motley’ sticks a stamp than on the wall of a
Royal Mail Sorting Office? Alan Turing has become something
of an icon in his adopted city of Manchester, with a road and a
pub named after him, a statue and several pieces of street art.
This one works as a tribute, but… It is painted on a block of
(closed) public toilets. Turing was caught cottaging in public
toilets. Street art should have an awareness of irony. If street art
doesn’t react to the street it is on, it can only be judged as a
piece of art, and judged that way much of it is left wanting.  
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PHOTOREALISM

Street artists who can produce photorealistic pictures – on a
wall – with a spray can – are like magicians. But, photorealism
is a trick, a knack, a skill, a technique. Just as with fine art, it’s a
technique that can be admired but doesn’t automatically
make for great art – otherwise painting would have ended
once colour photography began. Anyway, here’s a portrait of
Kevin Spacey, one of a series of photorealistic-ish portraits of
characters from TV series including Breaking Bad and The
Sopranos. They look great – but in the way a poster of your hero
or a pop art icon looks great on a bedroom wall. Shortly after
this one was painted Spacey fell from grace after allegations
of sexual abuse. He was dropped from the hit TV series, House
of Cards and this portrait was painted over with one of Uma
Thurman..  
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THE CRITICS

Akse P19 painted a photorealistic portrait of Walter
White/Heisenberg, the chemistry teacher turned crystal meth
manufacturer from the acclaimed American drama series
‘Breaking Bad’. Shortly after completion it was scratched and
daubed with comments such as “stupid show”. Rather than an
act of guerilla television reviewing, it was suggested it might
be a protest against the perceived glorification of drug dealing
and a (tenuous) link made to the nearby presence a few years
earlier of a real crystal meth lab.

Defacing the mural raised more interesting questions than its
subsequent restoration. It might be seen as a Mancunian take
on the Chapman Brothers’ defacing of works by Hitler, Goya
and Brueghel, which in turn were in the spirit of Duchamp’s
mustachioed Mona Lisa. Or maybe not. 

Akse P19 included a chemical symbol of crystal meth, whilst
the graffitist had scratched a hammer and sickle – the symbol
for communism onto the mural – calling to mind another
super star stenciler, Shepard Fairey. Fairey appropriated Soviet
propaganda imagery to flog his own ‘Obey’ brand of
sportswear before doing adverts for Saks Fifth Avenue
department store. It was an entirely appropriate move, though
one which prompted a t-shirts with a “Dis-Obey” logo. Fashion
is an industry dominated by multi-national corporations who
exploit cheap labour and manipulate and seduce consumers.
To them street culture is just another marketing tool to sell to
urban youth, who might once have scrawled on walls.
After all, tagging is not so very different to branding.
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LANDMARKING

Landmark Poetry 
Poetry as street art

In 1994, poet Lemn Sissay was challenged by Mark Atwood the
bar manager of Hardy’s Well  in Rusholme, to come up with a
poem that could go on the side wall of the pub. Sissay
responded with ‘Hardys Well’. The pub stands on one of the
busiest routes into the city centre and is seen by thousands of
people every day Sissay says it has caused more than one prang,
as motorists have tried to read it. But the pub, which was
formally called the Birch Villa, closed in July 2016. And, despite
it being listed as a community asset, but like so many other
pubs, it is set to be demolished, poem and all. Sissay has
wondered aloud about the poem being re-written somewhere
else, but it seems so site specific to the pub, perhaps it is fitting
that like most street art its life span is limited. Will the locals
remember the pub or the poem? Will a property developer
consigns it to a builders’ skip placate protests with a plaque? 

Hardy's Well whetted Sissay’s appetite, but didn't quench his
thirst for landmark poetry. A little further along, where
Wilmslow Road becomes Oxford Road, he painted his poem,
‘Rain’ on the gable end of a takeaway. The words are written
horizontally as if falling from the sky to the pavement.

Sissay then made his way up Oxford Road and across Piccadilly
to the home of Manchester’s street artists, the Northern
Quarter. Here the walls were already pretty full, so ‘Flags’ is cut
into the pavement of Tib Street and Swan Street in small verse
long chunks that stretch for nearly a mile. 
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THIS WAY TO THE BEES

< Sissay added some words
to a Community Mural in Old
Trafford funded by Trafford
Housing Trust and painted
by Qubek (Mural Life) The
words recalled Jo Cox, the
Labour MP who had been
murdered during the Brexit
referendum. To my eyes the
mural seemed a bit of a
hotchpotch of individual
birds and four bees – more
bloody bees… 
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SWARMING

I’ve droned on before about Manchester’s bees (and used that
pun before). The bee had long been an official symbol of
Manchester, but was taken to heart by the public after the
Manchester Arena terrorist bombing in 2017. Within days,
street artists began to paint bees on walls, and people were
very taken with their poignancy. But very quickly they began
to swarm, with one artist in particular doing his best to exhaust
the city’s supply of black and yellow paint. Qubek/Mural
Life/Russ did bees in several styles, but ultimately quantity
surpassed quality and for a while street art in Manchester
became what it never should be – I won’t say “boring” – but

“unsurprising”. Here are some (there are a couple of others
elsewhere in this book…).
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SWARMING



– 51 –

GRAFFITISM



There are other books in this series…

…and other books in and out of other series



WORDS & PHOTOS © 2020
David Dunnico is an artist and writer from 

Manchester in the UK 

You can see what he is getting 
up to on his website:

www.dunni.co.uk





IF THEY GET CAUGHT


