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Prou, the largest, the French pochoirist movement (graph 1), started in 1981.21 It was 
en vogue 1984 until the end of 1987, according to Maisenbacher22 and faded away 
until 1991, according to Goudaillier.23

Like street art in the new millennium, the 1980s in France cannot be reduced to 
stencils/pochoirs. Some of the key protagonists, like Speedy Graphito, Epsylon Point,24 
Vive la Peinture or Nuklé-Art, were not just pochoirists but also or mostly painters in 
freehand Figuration Libre style, the French version of neo-expressionism, similar to 
Haring/Basquiat/Hambleton/Condo in New York or the Mülheimer Freiheit neo-ex-
pressionist/Neue Wilde painters in Cologne, all of whom occasionally painted illegally 
on the street in the 1980s—but without using stencils. Important 1980s Paris street art 
painters like Jérôme Mesnager, Banglieu-Banglieu, and Paella did not use stencils at all. 
Some of the key pochoir protagonists, for instance Blek le Rat, Miss.Tic, Jef Aérosol 
were and are still active in the times of street art or they returned because their trade 
was en vogue again,25 also due to the so-called “Banksy effect.”26 Pochoirists influenced 
street art directly or indirectly, or are at least recognized as predecessors.

1	 May 1968, Pignon-Ernest, and the 1980s Pochoirists in France

1.1	 The Importance of Paris ’68 for Later Street Artists 
like Banksy

The visual side of the student protest on the streets of Paris in May and June 1968 
influenced key group. who made street stencils later, including punks around 1980, 
the pochoirists of the 1980s and street artists since the late 1990s, in different ways.

In 2018, Banksy, the best-known stencil and street artist, suggested street stencils 
(and with it, street art) derived from ’68, i.e., the student revolts in Paris (fig. 10): 
“Fifty years since the uprising in Paris 1968. The birthplace of modern stencil art.”27 

	 21	 See chapter 1.3.
	 22	 Christoph Maisenbacher in Pochoir 2000, p. 12.
	 23	 Jean-Pierre Goudaillier: Les Pochoirs Muraux Défonce D’afficher…22, V’LÀ OLGA! 

In: Communication et langages, n°87, 1er trimestre 1991, p. 37–38. Translation by the 
author.

	 24	 Quentin Gassiat: Epsylon Point [interview], QG Des Artistes, July 2017, 
https://qgdesartistes.fr/epsylon-point/ (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 25	 Paris Pochoirs 2011, p. 158–160.
	 26	 Marc Schiller: The Banksy Effect, woostercollective.com, 13.02.2007, 

http://www.woostercollective.com/post/the-banksy-effect (accessed May 1, 2024).
	 27	 Banksy on his Instagram account, 28.06.2018, https://www.instagram.com/p/

BkfY9AkhdMd/ (accessed May 1, 2024), see also https://www.instagram.com/p/BkiZOE-
B85N/ (accessed May 1, 2024).
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Earlier, Banksy had also used press photos of 1968 rioters for his painting People Di 
Every Day (1997–99) and his flower bomber street stencil.28 Like Banksy’s homages 
to punk, his stencil tributes to the 50-year anniversary of the 1968 riots in 2018 con-
tain a critique of the changed perception of 1968. While one of Banksy’s rats simply 
celebrates the May 1968 anniversary with champagne,29 two others have taken the “8” 
from “1968” to wear it as Minnie Mouse ears,30 an indication that the Disneyfication 
of 1968 is well on the way, while the old 1968 sign is already falling apart.

	 28	 Ulrich Blanché: Banksys Flower Bomber–Hintergrund und Kontext, in: Klaus Sachs-
Hombach, Andreas Veits, Lukas Wilde (eds.): Einzelbild & Narrativität: Theorien, Zugänge, 
offene Fragen. Cologne 2020, p. 41–55.

	 29	 https://web.archive.org/web/20180722135315/https://banksy.co.uk/img/0718/18_
champagnerat_website_01b.jpg. (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 30	 Official photos: https://web.archive.org/web/20180723142751/http://www.banksy.co.uk/
img/0718/10_1968rat_website_04b.jpg. (accessed May 1, 2024); https://www.instagram.
com/p/BkiZOE-B85N/ (accessed May 1, 2024); the other rat, maybe a sketch, was not 
on Banksy’s website or Instagram. For a fan photo see https://sbutterfly.files.wordpress.
com/2018/06/banksy-mai-68-mouse.jpg. (accessed May 1, 2024).

Fig. 10: Banksy: “Fifty years since the uprising in Paris 1968. The birthplace of modern stencil art.” 
Source: Banksy, Instagram, 28.06.2018, https://www.instagram.com/p/BkfY9AkhdMd/ 
(accessed May 1, 2024).
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Most cryptic in this 1968 context is Banksy’s large illegal mural stencil (fig. 11) of 
a bearded31 man in a suit hiding a saw behind his back presenting a bone to an ampu-
tated three-legged dog which is looking up at that bone. The bone is the same size as 
the dog’s missing leg.32 “Saw bone” sounds like “Sorbonne”; consequently the work 
was close to an entrance of Sorbonne University,33 which also functioned as the only 
subtitle/info to the work on Banksy’s website.34 Banksy attached the stencil graffiti only 
a few meters away from another 1968 homage by a known street artist and sometimes 
Banksy collaborator, Invader,35 who chose that site—Place de la Sorbonne—because 
it was an important location during the 1968 riots.36 In my view, the work is also a 
hint at the English term “dog’s breakfast,” which means “a poor piece of work; a mess,” 
used by British media like The Guardian as a euphemistic (mis)translation of Charles 
de Gaulle’s famous quote about the riots of 1968: “La réforme oui, la chie-en-lit non,“ 

	 31	 A businessman would have been clean-shaven, smearier. The face looks like a portrait. 
Banksy said in an interview with Exposure 2002 that people quickly develop portraits, which 
is why he often uses animals to focus on one characteristic. Banksy formulated the face of 
the man very precisely, it is not like a silhouette like a saw, for example. He therefore empha-
sizes it. University + man + dog makes one think of Pavlov’s dog. Pavlov (the paw-pun as a 
sawed-off paw) did not kill dogs and was not teaching at the Sorbonne, and he looked dif-
ferent. But he has already done vivisection, as has François Magendie, who also dissected live 
dogs and taught in Paris. The trained butcher Banksy has also done earlier work on psycho-
logical experiments with animals (Wall and Piece. London 2006, p. 18f ) and he had cam-
paigned for animal welfare, e.g. in his work the Village Petstore and Charcoal Grill 2008.

	 32	 Official photos: https://web.archive.org/web/20180722135315/http://banksy.co.uk/
img/0718/07_man_dog_website_01.jpg. (accessed May 1, 2024); https://www.insta-
gram.com/p/BkhiwddhpD2/; https://www.instagram.com/p/BkhizzOBVjB/ (accessed 
May 1, 2024).; https://web.archive.org/web/20180722135312/http://banksy.co.uk/
img/0718/08_man_dog_website_02.jpg. (accessed May 1, 2024) and https://web.archive.org/
web/20180722135313/http://banksy.co.uk/img/0718/09_man_dog_website_04.jpg. (accessed 
May 1, 2024); in my view the work also recalls a 2001 quote by Simon Munnery, a comedian 
often cited by Banksy: “My dog has no legs but he still chews bones. How does a dog with no 
legs chew bones? With a great deal of suspicion, I notice.“ The quote is from a Munnery book 
published by POW, the publishing company once [inofficially] run by Banksy among others. 
“Suspicion“ seems to be a good summary of that work.

	 33	 Paris: Banksy joins the celebrations of Mai 68 riots, 30.06.2018, https://butterflyartnews.
com/2018/06/30/paris-banksy-joins-the-celebrations-of-mai-68-riots/ (accessed May 1, 
2024).

	 34	 https://web.archive.org/web/20180722135315/http://banksy.co.uk/img/0718/07_man_
dog_website_01.jpg. (accessed May 1, 2024); in the slide show on banksy.co.uk captured 
as “Sorbonne University“, it is one of the rare occasions Banksy added the location, so it 
seemed to be crucial for the interpretation], the same applies for the same work on Banksy’s 
Instagram, https://www.instagram.com/p/BkhiwddhpD2/ (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 35	 Paris: Banksy joins the celebrations of Mai 68 riots, 30.06.2018, https://butterflyartnews.
com/2018/06/30/paris-banksy-joins-the-celebrations-of-mai-68-riots/ (accessed May 1, 
2024).

	 36	 Invader on Instagram, 31.05.2018; https://www.instagram.com/p/BjceCyVjNCi/ (accessed 
May 1, 2024).
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meaning “reform yes, chaos no,” formulated in an old-fashioned, elitist way that hinted 
at a medieval carnival figure called “chienlit,” derived from the words “chie en lit” (lit-
erally: “shit in bed”). This quote, combined with Louis XVI’s “L’État, c’est moi” (“I am 
the state”) became a known May 1968 poster: “La Chienlit, c’est lui!” shows de Gaulle 
as a dictator and modern-day Louis XIV. The English mistranslation “dog” arose as 
“chien” means “dog”—so it was only consequent for the British Banksy to present a 
British view/homage on Paris 1968. Thus, Banksy referred also to the playful (visual) 

Fig. 11: Banksy, Untitled, Paris, Sorbonne University, 2018. Source: Banksy, Instagram, 27.06.2018, 
https://www.instagram.com/p/BkhiwddhpD2/ (accessed May 1, 2024).
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puns of Paris 1968 posters, not only the technique, like in his Paris 1968 homage of 
the rat with an exacto knife to cut stencils, next to the Centre Pompidou, to underline 
Banksy’s request to see 1968 posters and (his) stencil street art as art worth to be put 
in a museum.37 In 2021, Banksy made a stenciled visual translation of the Paris ’68 
catchphrase “Sur les pavées la plage” [Under the pavement the beach], depicting a boy 
playing with sand from under some removed cobblestones.38

Decades before Banksy, the posters of 1968 had already inspired the world of 
punk. In 1976,39 on a photo published with his first ever press coverage,40 Malcolm 
McLaren, later manager of punk band The Sex Pistols, wore a shirt designed by him 
and/or Vivienne Westwood.41 On it was written with stenciled letters: “BE REASON-
ABLE DEMAND THE IMPOSSIBLE,” a translation of the May 1968 graffiti slogan 
“Soyez réalistes demandez l’impossible.”42 In 1977, members of the UK anarcho-punk 
band Crass saw a political stencil in Paris in the visual tradition of 1968, and decided 
to start a stencil graffiti campaign in London (fig. 36-37).43 Fellow British punk band 
TRB (fig. 38) used the raised fist, frequently used in 1968 protest posters,44 like Invader 
did in his 1968 homage mentioned above. In several interviews, Xavier Prou, alias Blek 
le Rat, the best-known pochoirist of the 1980s and early street art predecessor, stated 
that Paris 1968 influenced both his own work and the overall pochoirist movement 
in Paris,45 although some 1980s pochoirists were too young in 1968 to experience the 
riots and the posters as grown-up. (see graph 1). Blek, who was a teenager in 1968, 
primarily used black (Blek) and sometimes red, like the majority of 1968 posters. In 
his first interview in 1985, Blek stated: “the message of the pochoir is more indirect 

	 37	 Official photo: https://web.archive.org/web/20180722135311/http://banksy.co.uk/
img/0718/02_pompidourat_website_05.jpg. (accessed May 1, 2024); https://www.instagram.
com/p/BkfY3XhB8R9/ (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 38	 BBC News: New ’Banksy’ artwork appears at Great Yarmouth model village. 09.08.2021, 
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-england-norfolk-58143164 (accessed May 1, 2024). 

	 39	 See photo of McLaren by Josep. Stevens in: Rick Szymanski: Would you buy a rubber 
T-Shirt from this man? In Street Life magazine, 1-14.05.1976, p. 11, reproduced in Johan 
Kugelberg, Jon Savage (eds.) Punk: An Aesthetic. New York 2012, p. 112.

	 40	 Jo Kendall: First look: Punk 1976–78 at the British Library. Loudersound.com, 13.05.2016, 
https://www.loudersound.com/features/first-look-punk-1976-78-at-the-british-library 
(accessed May 1, 2024).

	 41	 Vivienne Westwood: “Be reasonable, demand the impossible.” 07.04.2016, https://medium.
com/@impossible/vivienne-westwood-be-reasonable-demand-the-impossible-8d9473195b08 
(accessed May 1, 2024).

	 42	 Julien Besançon: “Les murs ont la parole”, journal mural, Mai 68, Tchou éditeur, Paris 1968, 
unpaged.

	 43	 See chapter 5.1.
	 44	 See chapter 5.1.3.
	 45	 Prou in Stahl 1989, p. 161; Prou in L’Art Se Rue 2. Paris 2013, p. 43; Quentin Gassiat: 

Epsylon Point [interview], QG Des Artistes, July 2017, https://qgdesartistes.fr/ 
epsylon-point/ (accessed May 1, 2024).
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than a ’68 graffiti of the genre ‘white wall, dumb people ...’, that’s for sure, but all these 
stencils are still a big snub to the media, to advertising, and to all official institutions, 
galleries and museums.”46 The political message and the “we” was always in the fore-
ground in the unsigned posters (and stencils) of May 1968—contrary to later street 
art works, which were often dominated by the personal feelings of a single artist and 
featured a prominent signature.

1.2	 Paris May 1968: Few Stencils and Many Screenprints

May 1968 was dominated by mid-sized screen-printed paper posters, typically 
painted in only one color, often black or red, and usually combined text and image 
rather than just text. These posters were larger than the street stencils that came later, 
which tended to be rather small in format, rarely extending past A4 or A3 size. The 
posters of the student riots were printed in larger editions and usually pasted by others 
than their creator. The pochoirs of the ’80s were mostly sprayed by their creators, also 
repeatedly, but much less in comparison to a print run. Although it is often stated that 
stencils could be applied “in theory, infinitely,”47 most only last for up to 50 stencil 
images.48 The stencils mostly had unique shapes while the posters followed the square 
frame and typical measurements of advertising posters.

Although there are many photos and even original posters of the screen prints 
from May and June 1968, very few stencils were photographed or kep. for posterity. 
Metze-Prou/van Treeck (2000, p. 94),49 for example, depict a pre-1968 pochoir on a 
Paris wall, dated to October 21, 1967; another one dated May 1968 is kep. in the Bib-
liotheque Nationale de France (BNF).50 The first one is an anti-Vietnam-War stencil on 
a wall in the 17th arrondissement of Paris. The 1980s pochoirist documenter Gamazo 
photographed it there about 15 years later. It is a classical political text stencil contrary 
to the stencil tool in the BNF. This might be a general difference between the political 
slogans pre-1968, as the “Atelier Populaire des Beaux Arts” who made the majority of 
the ’68 posters were run by artists who used images and icons, not just plain text, influ-
enced by new advertising strategies of that time that often combined word and image, 
as well as used a bit of humor in the form of verbal and visual puns.

	 46	 Prou in Bergu [Thierry Gauthé] (ed.): Pirates & Co.[/ Pitares & Compagnie], No. 1, August 
1985, p. 5.

	 47	 Jean-Christophe Bailly: Traces. A Preface. In: Joerg Huber: Serigraffitis. Paris 1986, p. 8.
	 48	 Tessier 1991, p. 6; 30 to 40 images, according to Treeck 2001, p. 336.
	 49	 Metze-Prou, Bernhard van Treek: Pochoir. Die Kunst des Schablonengraffiti, Berlin 2000, 

p. 94.
	 50	 Pouvoir ébranlé. A nous de le changer (Power shaken. It’s up to us to change it), May 1968, 

stencil, 86 × 65 cm, BNF, https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b9018458n.item (accessed 
May 1, 2024).
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The protest of Paris 1968 also gradually made use of aerosol spray cans to paint 
slogan graffiti like “sous les pavés la plage”51 beside chalk, coal or brush and bucket of 
paint. Initially often sold as car paint, spray cans slowly became better and more acces-
sible around 1968. The small rattling ball used to swirl the paint inside the can also 
started to become more common at that time.

The movement’s most significant impact on later stencil art was not the technique 
itself—as mentioned, 1968 protesters rarely used stencils—but the visual style, the 
way of presenting a subject to the viewers, the quantity of the works on the street and 
the location itself, the street. The 1968 posters were first and foremost political; their 
central purpose was to change the political and social system. While they were not 
intended to serve as entertainment or art, they weren’t without humor or artistic value; 
quite the opposite, in fact—many were witty, entertaining, intelligent, playful and 
have since been exhibited as art in international contexts.52

Most of these ’68 posters were made anonymously and collectively; only in rare 
cases can individual authors be traced.53 In the punk movement as well as pochoir and 
street art, the collective—and with it the anonymity—gradually vanished and “pseud-
onymity” rose in its place, though a significant percentage of street art, ’80s pochoirs, 
and punk stencils continued to be made anonymously. However, the majority of 1980s 
pochoirs we still talk about in 2023 were made by individuals whose identities have 
been common knowledge for quite a while (see graph 1).

The posters of 1968 were not predominantly influential for street art because they 
were overtly political. It is debated whether the political aspect is a defining charac-
teristic of punk, pochoir, and street art. Gamazo published a whole photo book about 
political 1980s pochoirs, paying special attention to the similarities between the stu-
dent protest posters in 1968 and the later stencil pendants of other Paris student pro-
tests in 1986. Meanwhile, Tessier also published a photobook about 1980s pochoirs, 

	 51	 Contemporary photos of this slogan show the characteristic aerosol cloud around the letters. 
For a photo see http://www.evioisaac.com/sous-la-plage (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 52	 For example: Charles Perussaux (ed.): Les Affiches de Mai 68. Exhibition catalog, Paris, Bib-
liothèque nationale, 17.02.-31.03.1982. Paris 1982; LazInc. Gallery, Mai 68. Posters from 
the Revolution, 04.-12.05.2018, London, accessed 25.10.2023, https://www.lazinc.com/
exhibitions/mai-68-posters-from-the-revolution/ (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 53	 Charles Perussaux (ed.): Les Affiches de Mai 68. Exhibition catalogue, Paris, Bibliothèque 
nationale, 17.02.–31.03.1982. Paris 1982, unpaged [last page of introduction].
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stating there was “little political expression.”54 Similar sources say the same of punk 
and street art.55

1.2.1	 Stencil versus Screen-Printed Poster

Marie Rouffet, another important 1980s pochoirist, stated: “l’m amazed that sten-
cil art wasn’t a form of expression in May ’68; it could have been, but they kep. to the 
poster; I think it would have suited them better.”56 The student protesters of Paris ’68 
did, however, use some stencils; Charles Perussaux stated that at first, the major play-
ers of 1968 used both pochoirs and lithographs, but later changed to screen prints.57 
The mentioned BNF stencil tool (86 × 65 cm) (fig. 12) was apparently not created for 
painting on walls, but on paper, as the stenciled motif on paper (100 × 75 cm), made 
with this very same pochoir, exists in the BNF as well.58 The silhouette of Charles de 
Gaulle, then the French president, once the figurehead of the resistance against the 
Nazis during World War II, became in 1968 a symbol of a regressive French state. In 
this only surviving stencil tool (fig. 12) preserved from a May ’68 context, Pouvoir 
Ebranlé [Power shaken], a reduced caricature of de Gaulle, represented state power 
(pouvoir) shaken (ebranlé) by ’68 and already showing cracks. The same motif was, 
however, also issued as a smaller screenprint with an enlarged image section.59

There are some, but not many, photos and posters that prove stencils were actually 
used in a May ’68 context, but all directly on paper, as an alternative to—or in com-
bination with—screen-printed posters. Photographer Jean-Claude Seine took a photo 
of a very simple, DIY-style poster, a reused newspaper spread with the all-capital words 

	 54	 “Peu d’expression politique“, Yvan Tessier: Paris. Art Libre dans la Ville. Paris 1991, p. 5; 
“Fast alle Pochoirs stellen unpolitische Themen dar.“ Ulrich Wickert: Und Gott schuf Frank-
reich. Hamburg 1993, p. 23.

	 55	 See for instance for street art: Axel Philipps, Ralp. Richter: Visual Content Analysis of Sten-
cil Graffiti: Employing Street Reading for the Study of Stenciling. In: Visual Methodologies 
1(1), 2012, p. 25–38; Axel Philipps: Defining Visual Street Art: In contrast to political sten-
cils. In: Visual Anthropology, 28 (1), 2015, p. 51–66.

	 56	 Rouffet in Nicolas Deville, Marie-Pierre Massé, Josiane Pinet: Vite Fait Bien Fait. Pochoirs/
Stencil Art. Paris 1986 1986, p. 26/27.

	 57	 Charles Perussaux (ed.): Les Affiches de Mai 68. Exhibition catalogue, Paris, Bibliothèque 
nationale, 17.02.–31.03.1982. Paris 1982, unpaged [last page of introduction]. https://
gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k6532558s/f31.image (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 58	 Pouvoir ébranlé | à nous de le changer, May 1968, stencil on poster, 100 × 75 cm, BNF, 
https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b90184577 (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 59	 Pouvoir ébranlé | à nous de la changer, May 1968 Affiche [poster], 74,5 × 46 cm, sold at 
auction in 2018. https://www.auction.fr/_en/lot/pouvoir-ebranle-a-nous-de-la-changer-tres-
rare-mai-68-1968-1-affiche-13508371 (accessed May 1, 2024); It’s not known which version 
came first, and it also might not be important, apart from the fact that it again points to the 
fact that (screen-printed) posters were the dominant visual technique of Paris 1968.
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Fig. 12: Pouvoir ébranlé. A nous de le changer (Power shaken. It's up to us to change it), May 1968, 
stencil, 86 x 65 cm, BNF, https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b9018458n.item (accessed May 1, 
2024).
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“LES USINES AUX OUVRIERES” (factories [belong] to workers) stenciled on top.60 
In comparison, a two-color poster issued by the Atelier de L’école Nationale des Beaux-
Arts Atelier Populaire is quite advanced. “LAISSONS LA PEUR DU ROUGE AUX 
BÊTES À CORNES”61 (Let’s leave the fear of red to horned beasts/idiots) is written 
on top of more than a dozen red cows, which all seemed to be spray-painted with one 
stencil and its negative before turned into a screen print. Other posters, for instance 
“À bas LES CADENCES INFERNALES”62 (Down with infernal rates), used letter 
stencils for (some parts of ) the text integrated again in a screen print.63

At least five posters were issued in a Paris 1968 context by a political group that 
signed their red and black spray-painted pochoir posters with “F.LQL” [Front de 
Libération du Quartier Latin].64 They demonstrate the use of bridges and overspray 
that point to the use of stencils with a spray can, in this case a red and a black one, 
combined with the same striking image-text combination of the other Paris 1968 post-
ers. In one of those spray-stenciled 1968 posters we even see the V-sign combined with 
the Croix de Lorraine,65 a direct reference to WWII resistance (stencil) graffiti. All 
these examples are, however, exceptions not representative of the hundreds of screen-
printed posters issued in up to 25,000 copies.66

It seems that street stencils on walls were not practical in Paris during May 1968, 
as at that time the political situation sometimes changed daily. The “Ateliers Populaires 

	 60	 Jean-Claude Seine [Jean-Claude Quiqueré, *1944] http://www.photos-mai68.com/1968_
mai_0181r.html (accessed May 1, 2024). (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 61	 Atelier De L’école Nationale Des Beaux-Arts Atelier Populaire, Laissons la peur du rouge aux 
bêtes à cornes, 45 × 56 cm [image: 32 × 42,5 cm], BNF, https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/
btv1b90180269.item (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 62	 À bas les cadences infernales, May 68, poster, 68 × 41 cm, photo: https://www.artcurial.com/
en/lot-bas-les-cadences-infernales-mai-68-3374-48 (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 63	 Another example was HABIT-ANTS DU ___, SOUTENEZ LES GREVISTES DE 
VOTRE QUARTIER, poster, 25.05.1968. screenprint, 53 × 68 cm, L’Atelier Populaire de 
l’Ex-École des Beaux-Arts, https://www.akg-images.fr/CS.aspx?VP3=SearchResult& 
ITEMID=2UMDHU7P12D8&LANGSWI=1&LANG=English (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 64	 Initials of Atelier Populaire Front de Libération du Quartier Latin, as one poster bears the 
inscription “Quartier Latin Libre”. At least five posters (pochoir on paper, signed F.LQL) 
were sold by different auction houses around 2018: Quartier Latin Libre, 27 × 52 cm; 
Marcelin Margoulin Grimaud Vopos, 27 × 42 cm; Prague Saigon Paris, 27 × 42 cm; Les 
Badaux.. Commissariat au Tourisme, 42 × 27 cm; Avenir Grenelle Participez, 42 × 27 cm, 
see for instance https://www.akg-images.fr/CS.aspx?VP3=SearchResult&ITEMID=2UMD-
HU7P12D8&LANGSWI=1&LANG=German (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 65	 Prague Saigon Paris, poster, May 1968, 27 × 42 cm, https://en.artprecium.com/catalogue/
vente_175_vintage-posters/lot_1360_flql#.YlftvdPP1EZ (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 66	 “In a few weeks, almost six hundred poster designs were created, most often on simple 
newsprint. First limited, production quickly reached 25,000 copies with the introduction 
of screen printing. In the end, nearly 600,000 posters were stuck in Paris and its immediate 
suburbs.“ Original quote in French, Translation by the author. Stéphanie Lemoine, Julien 
Terral: In situ. Un panorama de l’art urbain de 1975 à nos jours. Paris 2005, p. 20.
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des Beaux Arts” made posters and flyers by night for the next day. The student protesters 
had to work economically in teams as they did not have much time.67 So paper posters 
were more suitable, as they could easily be plastered over the next day. A pochoir on 
a wall would have had to be painted over and then stenciled over again, which would 
have taken too much time, for instance for the paint to dry. Street stencils are more 
short-lived in comparison with street signs, but not in comparison with a paper poster. 
In Paris, 1980s pochoirs lasted six months or longer,68 but the May 1968 paper posters 
were unlikely to last even remotely as long due to weather. And even if no one tore 
them off, the space would be needed the next day.

Posting a single poster takes less time than attaching a stencil, even if the artist 
is used to stenciling. Also, the production of paper posters via screen print is much 
faster than the production of the same posters with stencils. A stencil is not visible in 
the same way a poster is on most surfaces. Only on light surfaces is a predominantly 
black stencil clearly visible; on dark backgrounds the opposite is true. The poster motif 
comes complete with its own background included.

The screen prints that 1968 protesters used were a further development of the 
stencil technique predominantly used in advertising and in Pop Art at the time. In 
French, screen prints are called “sérigraphies.” Thus, an alternative term invented by 
pochoir photographer Joerg Huber,69 and later also used for 1980s pochoirs by Peter 
Kreuzer,70 was the neologism “sérigraffiti,” a portmanteau blending “sérigraphie” and 
“graffiti.” The term never prevailed, as “pochoir” was more widely used by the pro-
tagonists themselves, in the media, in books, etc. (at least as a subtitle).71 Sérigraffiti, 
although a French term, was mostly used by two German pochoir/graffiti documenters 
(Joerg Huber and Peter Kreuzer, both in 1986) and in 2014, by Spanish researchers 
Figueroa-Saavedra Ruiz and Gálvez Aparicio,72 although in a best-selling German book 
about Paris from the 1990s, Ulrich Wickert claimed it to be a French term.73 Sérigraffiti 

	 67	 Metze-Prou in Pochoir 2000, p. 57.
	 68	 Tessier 1991, p. 7.
	 69	 Joerg Huber: Serigraffitis. Paris 1986. A German art journalist in Paris, Jutta Martens, wrote 

a letter to Peter Kreuzer (07.12.1986) to inform him that Huber invented this term as a 
title for his book. Huber sent me a scan of this letter. Email-Interview Jörg Huber with the 
author, 03.03.2021.

	 70	 Peter Kreuzer: Das Graffiti-Lexikon. Munich 1986, p. 337.
	 71	 Solange Pierson, Guillaume Dambier: Pochoir à la une. Paris 1986; Nicolas Deville, Marie-

Pierre Massé, Josiane Pinet: Vite Fait Bien Fait. Pochoirs/Stencil Art. Paris 1986; An die 
Wand gesprüht… “Pochoirs“ Schablonengraffiti aus Frankreich 1988; Les Pochoirs Muraux 
Défonce D’afficher...22, V’LÀ OLGA! 1991; Pochoir. Die Kunst des Schablonengraffiti 
2000.

	 72	 Fernando Figueroa-Saavedra Ruiz, Felip. Gálvez Aparicio: Firmas, Muros y Botes. Historia 
Social y Vivencial del Graffiti Autóctono. Madrid 2014, unpaged [chapter 2].

	 73	 Ulrich Wickert: Und Gott schuf Frankreich. Hamburg 1993, p. 23ff. https://books.google. 
de/books?id=oe4RAAAAQBAJ&lpg=PT15&ots=_TvvSqZRc0&dq=Serigraffiti%20
Wickert&hl=de&pg=PT5#v=onepage&q=Serigraffiti&f=false
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is a very analogue term as it seems to focus on the serial character of stencils, on quan-
tity in the city, on analogue viewers—the more times a stencil was applied, the more 
people saw it. In today’s Instagram era, spraying it once is enough, as the image will be 
spread digitally. Nonetheless, this Franco-German neologism is based on a linguistic 
misunderstanding: since sérigrafie stems from Latin “sericum,” silk, which is the fabric 
of the screen used in screen printing, and not from Latin “seriēs,” series in English, the 
term “sérigrafie” references the material used rather than screen printing’s serial nature. 
“Sericum” actually derives from the Latin word “Sēres,” the term for “northern Chinese 
people,” tying the fabric to its geographic origin and the word “sérigrafie” to the history 
of screen printing in Asia. Understood in a literal way, “sérigraffiti” could also be used 
for 1968 posters—the term is not as specific as pochoir. In Marc Rohan’s 1988 book 
Paris ’68, he calls his second chapter “graffiti and posters” and lists them in a way that 
makes them indistinguishable from one another.74 If one searches in 2022 for the term 
“sérigraffiti” online, one finds a commercial printing workshop that produces serigra-
phies with graffiti- and street art-inspired motifs.

In the Paris of the 1980s, wall stencils and freehand painting on walls dominated; 
street paste-up posters were rather rare.75 Maybe posters in the tradition of 1968 were 
seen as similar to political slogan graffiti, as anachronistic and old-fashioned, according 
to van Treeck, speaking of Germany in the late 1990s: “This may be because reduction-
ist formulas can no longer solve problems these days. The increasing individualization 
of society has led to an increasing insignificance of political group. and thus a decrease 
in the corresponding graffiti.”76

Tessier divided the pochoir movement (graph 2, chapter 1.4) into two phases. 
Until 1985, it was more about fun; afterwards, it was about being signed up by galleries 
as an artist. The 1980s, often referred to as a hedonistic era, saw a decline in the prom-
inence of group. and collectives and a rise in the power of and focus on the individual, 
especially on the streets of Paris. More and more people studied art or saw themselves 
as artists. Many pochoirs were accompanied by signatures, though they were usually 
(also) pseudonyms to avoid legal persecution. Stencils gave them the opportunity to 
invade walls more aggressively than posters ever could. The walls were seen as business 

	 74	 Marc Rohan: Paris ’68: Graffiti, posters, newspapers, and poems of the events of May 1968. 
London 1988.

	 75	 A notable exception was Paella [Chimicos] with posters and later Dominique Larrivaz with 
cutouts. Yvan Tessier: Paris. Art Libre dans la Ville. Paris 1991, p. 5; Maisenbacher 1988, 
p. 204–222.

	 76	 Treeck 1998, p. 208–209.
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cards77 of future gallery artists or self-advertising,78 rather than as a free canvas for 
self-expression. Compared to most slogan graffiti, the stencil, even in its form as van-
dalism, can be a very clean medium79 if executed well. It’s more likely to be perceived 
as art than an ephemeral poster or freehand graffiti. 

1.2.2	 Aftermath of 1968: Riot Policeman in Punk, Pochoir, and 
Street Art

The importance of 1968 motifs for 1980s street stencils is evident in the many 
follow-up street stencils that recycle or transform 1968 motifs. Perhap. the most widely 
known one depicts a (con-)frontal policeman in riot gear with an aggressively raised 
baton and a large shield, often round (fig. 13). Although the visual style, medium, 
music, and fashion changed from ’68 via punk to hip-hop graffiti and Banksy,80 one 
thing stays the same—the enemy is still represented by the policeman in riot gear.

In the original French poster, the police officer wears dark glasses so one cannot 
see his eyes, which emphasizes that, rather than a human individual, he’s a symbol of 
state oppression. Gamazo dedicated a whole chapter (“A la manière de mai 68”) in 
his photo book about political French 1980s pochoirs to stencils in the visual style of 
1968.81 Variations of the riot policeman make an appearance in this book as well as 

	 77	 Jef Aérosol in Nicolas Deville, Marie-Pierre Massé, Josiane Pinet: Vite Fait Bien Fait. 
Pochoirs/Stencil Art. Paris 1986 1986, p. 22; “Speedy Graphito who paints his logo and 
his phone number near advertising agencies” [original quote in French, Translation by the 
author] Metze-Prou in L’art Se Rue 2. Paris 2013, p. 34; Stéphanie Lemoine, Julien Terral: 
In Situ. Un panorama de l’art urbain de 1965 à nos jours. Paris 2005, p. 152; Jef Aerosol 
quoted in Photomaton: A Contemporary Survey of Photobooth Art. Exhibition Pyramid 
Arts Center, Rochester New York, 20.11.87–02.01.88. New York 1987, p. 10.

	 78	 “Marie Rouffet is advertising. Every time I put up an ad, it’s my name in … in the street.” 
[Marie Rouffet c’est de la pub. Chaque fois que j’en pose une pub, c’est mon nom dans 
… dans la rue.] Marie Rouffet in Paris insolite. L’art du pochoir, ou les “Murmures impa-
tients” (1986, R: Jacques Renard, 25.57 Min.) TC 8.17–11.04, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=zCCaBYCD4Qw

	 79	 Prou in Ulrich Wickert: Und Gott schuf Frankreich. Hamburg 1993.
	 80	 Already in 2000, Banksy depicted a winged policeman in riot gear, later changed to a riot 

police man with his face replaced by a smiley symbol called Happ. Copper. See Banksy, 
Filth, 2000, spray paint and acrylic on canvas, 44.4 × 40.5 cm, private collection, 
https://www.phillips.com/detail/BANKSY/UK010214/221

	 81	 Eric de Ara Gamazo: Graffiti’art. Paris 1992, p. 15–20, also 56, 58.
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Fig. 13: May 1968 Riot police Man, stencil graffiti, Zurich, ca. 1982. Source: Gilbert Lascault, Burhan 
Dogançay: Les murs murmurent ils crient ils cantent. Exhibition catalogue, Centre Georges Pompidou, 
Paris 1982, p. 21.
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several other early publications on street pochoirs/stencil graffiti,82 and in some punk 
stencil graffiti works by Hugo Kaagman (fig. 40) and by Dr. Rat’s punk graffiti group 
SKG (Stad Kunst Guerilla) [City Art Guerilla]83 in Amsterdam from 1979 to 1983.84

Other 1968 motifs that were frequently used later by punks, pochoirists and street 
artists included raised fists85 and rats.86

1.3	 The First One: Ernest Pignon-Ernest

The Situationists, a French avant-garde artist group. had a significant influence 
on Paris 1968 the pochoirists,87 and later street art. The (earlier) “Ne Travaillez jamais!” 
[Never work!] Situationist graffiti had already been published as a postcard after 1952. 
During the May ’68 riots in Paris, other Situationist slogans were used in graffiti, 
such as those spray-painted by Christian Sebastiani and others.88 Ernest Pignon-Er-
nest (*1942), a draftsman who was closely associated with Situationism, Fluxus,89 and 

	 82	 Centre Georges Pompidou (ed.): Les murs murmurent, ils crient, ils chantent… Exhibition 
catalog. Paris 1982, p. 38; Paolo Bianchi: Graffiti. Wandkunst und Wilde Bilder. Basel [etc.] 
1982, p. 22; Walter Grasskamp. Wilde Bilder. Graffiti und Wandbilder. Kunstforum 50, 
1982, p. 32; Solange Pierson, Guillaume Dambier: Pochoir à la une. Paris 1986, p. 109; 
Graffiti. Wandkunst nach Schablone. Sprühende Phantasie. Der Spiegel, Nr. 44, 1988, 
p. 291.

	 83	 Illustrated in De Scene, et al: Amsterdam on Tour. The Early Signs of Dutch Graffiti.Amster-
dam 2019, p. 29, 38, 42; Hugo Kaagman. Stencil King. Amsterdam 2009, p. 8, 12, 17, 20, 
21, 39, 40.

	 84	 Hugo Kaagman. Stencil King. Amsterdam 2009, p. 20–21, 39, for another Kaagman work 
with the ’68 policeman as stencil in different sizes can be found on his website: http://www.
kaagman.nl/index_htm_files/2274@2x.jpg

	 85	 In chapter 5.3.2.1 about punk stencils I will talk briefly about the raised fist, a motif that 
existed long before 1968, see also 5.4.

	 86	 See chapter 7.2.1.
	 87	 Pochoirist Marie Rouffet for instance quoted the Situationist principle of Dérive 

[drift]. Marie Rouffet in Paris insolite. L’art du pochoir, ou les “Murmures impatients“ 
(1986, R: Jacques Renard, 25.5 Min.) TC 8 :17–11:04, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=zCCaBYCD4Qw

	 88	 Raphaël Meltz’ interview with Walter Lewino [10.04.2010], in: Petites histoires de la 
grande époque. in: Le Tigre, 21.06.2010. http://archive.wikiwix.com/cache/index2.
php?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.le-tigre.net%2FEntretien-avec-Walter-Lewino.html 
(accessed May 1, 2024).

	 89	 Andreja Velimirović: Ernest Pignon-Ernest. Widewalls.ch, 14.01.2014, https://www.widewalls.
ch/artists/ernest-pignon-ernest/
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Nouveau Réalisme,90 was a street art pioneer who, prior to May 1968, both stenciled 
and made posters similar in style to those that would become prominent during the 
Paris movement.91 In 1966, Pignon-Ernest painted with a roller, unlike Sebastiani 
who would two years later use spray cans.92 His influence on early street art, however, 
wouldn’t become obvious until 1971, when the media took notice of his first pho-
to-documented intervention in Paris.93 As far as I know, Pignon-Ernest was the first 
known artist to work illegally with stencils in public in France. His breakthrough was a 
solo show at the Paris Museum of Modern Art in 1979: “Until then, my interventions 
appeared to some as left-wing ’68 agitation.”94 His paste-up works of the 1970s (c.f. 
fig. 14) had an inspiring effect on 1980s street artists in Paris, including pochoirists 
Blek le Rat (Xavier Prou), Jef Aérosol,95 and the pochoir group Nice Art96 as well 
as street painters like Jérôme Mesnager97 and Banlieue-Banlieue.98 Several sources,99 

	 90	 Before 1966, in Arman’s workshop. Pignon -Ernest learned how to work with resin. 
Pignon-Ernest participated a bit in Fluxus manifestations, and was in frequent contact 
with artists associated with The School of Nice, like Marcel Alocco, Arman, Ben [Vautier], 
Jean-Claude Farhi, Robert Malaval, Martial Raysse, Bernar Venet, etc. Pignon-Ernest in 
1977, interviewed by Catherine Humblot [updated 1979]. See Catherine Humblot in: 
Marie Odile Briot, Catherine Humblot (eds.): Ernest Pignon Ernest. Paris 1980, p. 35; 
Ernest Pignon-Ernest. Dossier de presse–exposition du 26 février au 18 avril 2009, Pallade 
Gallery, Lyon, Unpaged [page 2]. https://www.pallade.net/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/
Dossier-de-presse-Ernest-Pignon-Ernest.pdf

	 91	 Pignon-Ernest in 1977, interviewed by Catherine Humblot [updated 1979]. See Catherine 
Humblot in: Marie Odile Briot, Catherine Humblot (eds.): Ernest Pignon Ernest. Paris 
1980, p. 35.

	 92	 Jerome Catz: Street Art. Mode D’Emploi. Paris 2013, p. 204.
	 93	 Ailex Magazine (No. 15, 1980) lists Pignon-Ernest many mentions in the mainstream press 

during the 1970s, see p. 77–78. The first article on Pignon-Ernest was issued in 1971.
	 94	 Ernest Pignon-Ernest in Karen Brunel-Lafargue: L’Art de Rue 2. Paris 2013, p. 28. Original 

quote in French, translation by the author.
	 95	 Aerosol’s biography part in Jef Aérosol. Parcours fléché. Paris 2012, see also https://www.

jefaerosol.com/biographie/
	 96	 Ariane Pasco from Nice Art quoted Pignon-Ernest and Gerard Zlotykamien as inspiration. See 

isupportstreetart.com: Ariane from Nice Art [interview] 2018, https://www.isupportstreetart.
com/interview/ariane-nice-art/

	 97	 Jérôme Mesnager in Karen Brunel-Lafargue: L’Art se Rue 2. Paris 2013, p. 31–32. Original 
quote in French, translation by the author.

	 98	 Antonio Gallego (Banlieue-Banlieue) in Stéphanie Lemoine, Julien Terral: In situ. Un pan-
orama de l’art urbain de 1975 à nos jours. Paris 2005, p. 30.

	 99	 Le Livre du Graffiti. Paris 1985, p. 116, Christoph Maisenbacher: Graffiti Kalender `89. 
Moers 1988, p. 50, Tristan Manco: Stencil Graffiti. London 2002, p. 37. Manco contacted 
Prou in 1999 (Magda Danysz: from Style Writing to Art. Rome 2010, p.321) , also the first 
draft of the book Stencil Graffiti stems from that year.
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including early interviews with Xavier Prou himself,100 have attributed Blek’s stenciling 
influence first and foremost to the work of Pignon-Ernest: “After that I got to know 
graffiti more seriously through Ernest Pignon-Ernest. It was actually he who triggered 
the ’click’ in my head between 1970 and 1972. I studied at the academy and saw his 
graffiti there. In 1971 he had put up posters with Rimbaud in the Latin Quarter; it 
was the first time that I was confronted with a public picture that was free and that 

	100	 In an early interview (conducted on 11.02.1985) Blek described Pignon-Ernest and Gérard 
Zlotykamien as predecessors of his street art. See Bergu [Thierry Gauthé] (ed.): Pirates & 
Co.[/Pitares & Compagnie], No. 1, August 1985, p. 4. https://www.fanzino.org/expo_rock/
pages/pdf/pirateetco_1_85.pdf About the magazine see also Bart Bosmans; Axel Thiel: Guide 
to Graffiti-Research. Gent 1996, p. 269. See also Prou in Solange Pierson, Guillaume Dam-
bier: Pochoir à la une. Paris 1986, p. 10; Prou in Johannes Stahl (ed.): An der Wand. Graffiti 
zwischen Anarchie und Galerie. Cologne 1989, p. 161.

Fig. 14: Ernest Pignon-Ernest, Rimbaud, Paris, 1978, paste up, screenprint on paper. Photo: https://cdn.
loeildelaphotographie.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/memoire-de-l-ephemere-ernest-pignon-
ernest7.jpeg (accessed May 1, 2024).
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was not advertising— a picture without discourse, a picture that existed purely for 
itself. That shocked me a lot. I remember that I was about twenty years old and I said 
to myself: What does that mean? Why? What is behind it? What’s going on? […] 
Quite differently Ernest Pignon Ernest, who conveyed no special message apart from 
the pictures. There was simply a picture of Rimbaud, with his sack, with jeans—and I 
remember saying to myself: This is strange. Then ten or eleven years passed in which 
I did graphics at the academy, then architecture, and in 1979 I said to a friend: We 
have to put pictures on the street. I remembered Ernest Pignon Ernest well; I spoke 
about him often.”101 In later interviews, Prou/Blek does not mention Pignon-Ernest 
any more,102 or just in a very general, distanced way, contrary to his earlier passion 
about him: “However, two artists already intervened in the city in the seventies: Ernest 
Pignon-Ernest and Gérard Zlotykamien. We didn’t really see their work on the streets, 
we didn’t talk about them in the media. Certainly, you had to be part of their immedi-
ate environment to know their work.”103

Prou claimed to have seen Pignon-Ernest’s life-size104 screenprint paste-up works 
of poet Arthur Rimbaud (fig. 14) on walls in Paris in the early 1970s105 (1971106 or 
1974107) even though Pignon-Ernest attached those paste-up. in 1978.108 It’s possible 
that Prou confused the Rimbaud works with Pignon-Ernest’s first photo-documented 
intervention, “La commune de Paris” of May 1971 in Paris, which Blek mentioned 
himself in his first interview with Bergu in 1985.109 “La commune” features many 
copies of a life-size screen-printed dead communard at Paris locations related to the 
commune of 1871, the Charonne massacre of 1962,110 and the resistance against the 
Vichy regime of WWII.111 Blek took the notion of repetition by Pignon-Ernest’s 

	101	 Prou in Johannes Stahl (ed.): An der Wand. Graffiti zwischen Anarchie und Galerie. Cologne 
1989, p. 161f.

	102	 For instance, Pignon-Ernest is not mentioned in the interview with Catharine Hug in Street 
and Studio, Nuremberg 2010, p. 82-88 or in the “About” section on Blek’s website in his 
origin story, see http://blekleratoriginal.com/en/blek-le-rat-2/

	103	 Prou interviewed by Karen Brunel-Lafargue: L’Art Se Rue. Paris 2013, p. 43. In 1985 he 
said, both these artists were the ones that inspired him. Bergu [Thierry Gauthé](ed.): Pirates 
& Co.[/ Pitares & Compagnie], No. 1, August 1985, p. 4.

	104	 “190 × 60,5 cm“, according to Christoph Maisenbacher: Graffiti Kalender `89. Moers 1988, 
p. 45, illustrated on p. 47.

	105	 Prou in Solange Pierson, Guillaume Dambier: Pochoir à la une. Paris 1986, p. 6.
	106	 Prou interviewed by Stahl in: Johannes Stahl (ed.): An der Wand. Graffiti zwischen Anarchie 

und Galerie. Cologne 1989, p. 161.
	107	 Prou in Solange Pierson, Guillaume Dambier: Pochoir à la une. Paris 1986, p. 10.
	108	 “Arthur Rimbaud Paris–1978“ https://pignon-ernest.com/
	109	 Bergu [Thierry Gauthé] (ed.): Pirates & Co. [/ Pitares & Compagnie], No. 1, August 1985, 

p. 4.
	110	 Maisenbacher 1987/88, p. 19.
	111	 Ernest Pignon-Ernest in Karen Brunel-Lafargue: L’Art se Rue 2. Paris 2013, p. 27.
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screen-prints,112 who placarded 2000 paste-up. of his Rimbaud screen prints113 all over 
Paris.114 Blek never stenciled one motif at that kind of volume, not even over the 
years. The reality is that stencils can’t be applied endlessly.115 After a while, smaller 
areas become clogged with spray paint, stencil bridges break, and the stencil has to 
be cleaned, repaired with tap. or wire, or replaced. A screen print, on the other hand, 
allows a much higher number of prints.116

Pignon-Ernest’s charcoal drawing turned screen print combined the head of Rim-
baud from a well-known portrait photo by Étienne Carjat from late 1871117 with the 
body of a man wearing jeans and a then-contemporary 1970s jeans jacket with a bag 
(fig. 14). In doing so, Pignon-Ernest transferred the 19th-century poet’s half-length 
indoor-portrait photo wearing a suit-jacket into a full-length 1970s poster (195 × 60,5 
cm)118 of an outdoor traveler standing on street corners in Paris or, close to the Belgian 
border, in Charleville, Rimbaud’s town of birth.

Blek adapted Pignon-Ernest’s approach of posting works in situ, but while 
Pignon-Ernest tended toward site accuracy to his placements, as with La Commune 
de Paris, Blek was more interested in size accuracy. Blek’s early rat stencils were about 
the size and had the appearance of real rats, and his later stencils of human figures and 
prominent persons were also life-size, like Pignon-Ernest’s. Blek did not get to know 
Pignon-Ernest in person until 1985, when they shared an exhibition in Paris.119 He 
might not have known that Pignon-Ernest had painted his first street stencils in Nice 
as early as 1965,120 as Pignon-Ernest did not mention them or his large 1966 sten-
cil project in publications that were issued pre-1981, which was before Blek became 

	112	 “Il y a aussi cette idée de répétition comme chez Ernest Pignon-Ernest ou chez Warhol que 
j’aime beaucoup.” Prou in Solange Pierson, Guillaume Dambier: Pochoir à la une. Paris 
1986, p. 11; see also Prou in Nicolas Deville, Marie-Pierre Massé, Josiane Pinet: Vite fait, 
bien fait. Paris 1986, p. 7.

	113	 Maisenbacher 1987/88, p. 19; Treeck 1993, p. 122. Although Treeck put references to a 
dictionary entry about Pignon-Ernest also in the second and third edition of his graffiti dic-
tionary, he did not put it but the first edition.

	114	 See also Prou in Solange Pierson, Guillaume Dambier: Pochoir à la une. Paris 1986, p. 10.
	115	 Jean-Christophe Bailly: Traces. A Preface. In: Joerg Huber: Serigraffitis. Paris 1986, p. 8.
	116	 Stéphanie Lemoine, Julien Terral: In situ. Un panorama de l’art urbain de 1975 à nos jours. 

Paris 2005, p. 20.
	117	 Dane Maximov: How Arthur Rimbaud became the blueprint for outsider teen fash-

ion, Document Journal, 28.03.2019, https://www.documentjournal.com/2019/03/
how-arthur-rimbaud-became-the-blueprint-for-teen-rebel-fashion/

	118	 Christoph Maisenbacher: Graffiti Kalender `89. Moers 1988, p. 45.
	119	 According to Christoph Maisenbacher: Graffiti Kalender `89. Moers 1988, p. 62, Blek and 

Pignon-Ernest met in 1984. Their first show together, however seemed to have been Télé-
phone Graffiti, at Galerie Pierre Lescot, Paris, 05.06.–12.07.1985, which seemed to be Blek’s 
first art exhibition, according to http://www.artnet.com/artists/blek-le-rat/biography

	120	 Yvan Tessier: Paris. Art Livre Dans La Ville. Paris 1991, p. 116.
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active.121 While inspired by the pioneer’s work, Blek tried not to imitate Pignon-Ernest 
and his street posters: “For me it was important to do something different than Ernest 
Pignon-Ernest.”122

Technically speaking, screen prints are an elaborate, photo-mechanical variation 
of the stencil technique, but the message of the medium on a public surface is a differ-
ent one, as exemplified above and below.123

1.3.1	 Pignon-Ernest’s First Large Outdoor Stencil Project (1966)

Pignon-Ernest started his first major outdoor stencil project in late 1966.124 He 
used stencils for artistic reasons like site-specificity and media-specificity that were 
related to the content of his work. After his first undocumented street stencils in Nice 
in 1965, he began to paint in a rural environment, in the countryside: “I intervened in 
the street, I would say to be precise, in real space (because I also intervened in nature, in 
the forest).”125 In 1966, during the midst of the Cold War, he moved from Nice to the 
middle of nowhere, to Vaucluse, where he worked as a painter. A few months earlier in 
April 1965, the French Air Force had started to build an air base of 18 nuclear missile 
silos on the plateau d’Albion, just a few kilometers away, from which they could send 
nuclear missiles to Russia. The plateau d’Albion was chosen by the air force among 
other reasons because of the area’s low population density.

Ironically, this first documented (although only as a story) use of stencils in a 
context similar to urban street art was in an area that was neither urban nor had real 
streets. As a protest response to the installation of an atomic strike force in the region, 
Pignon-Ernest began to research the consequences of such a strike. He saw the future 
repercussions of these Cold War bomb tests performed by the French government in 
the past horrors of the World War II bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki performed 
by the United States government.

	121	 For instance, the complete 1980 issue of the Grenoble journal AILEX (No. 15) dedicated 
to Pignon-Ernest does not mention his early pochoirs of 1965–66, in Marie-Odile Briot, 
Catherine Humblot (eds.): Ernest Pignon Ernest. La peau des murs. Paris 1979 [2nd edition 
January 1980], p. 35 he mentioned he worked outdoors in Vacluse for the first time in 1966, 
but he talked about a different project he did there, not the stencil project.

	122	 Prou interviewed by Stahl in: Johannes Stahl (ed.): An der Wand. Graffiti zwischen Anarchie 
und Galerie. Cologne 1989, p. 162. Original quote in German, translated by the author.

	123	 See chapters 1.1.1 and 1.2.2.
	124	 Marie-Odile Briot, Catherine Humblot (eds.): Ernest Pignon Ernest. La peau des murs. Paris 

1979 [2nd edition January 1980], p. 35.
	125	 Ernest Pignon-Ernest: Interview. Press material of the Retrospective Ernest Pignon-Ernest in 

Evian by Heymann, Renoult Associates. August 2007. Original quote in French, translated 
by the author.
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“To better understand what was represented by this nuclear threat encysted in the 
underground of the Albion plateau, I had started looking for documents on Hiroshima 
and I had notably discovered this photo where we see that the atomic lightning burned 
the wall, decomposing a passer-by of which only the drop shadow remains, literally 
photoetched, pyrographed on the wall (with the shadow of a ladder at its side). The 
shadows are the ancestors of the photo and the drawing. […] Vitrified by the blinding 
nuclear flash, it could not be blacker. Convinced after many tests that I could not evoke 
these thousands of potential Hiroshimas buried under the lavenders126 with pigments, 
canvas and the ritual of an exhibition, it appeared to me that these were the very places 
that I had to stigmatize. From the charred body of the photo, I cut a stencil and I used 
it to print all around the Albion plateau—on the roads, the rocks, some walls—these 
dark prints, these ghosts of Hiroshima functioned as a signal of danger.”127 By using 
stencils for these works, Pignon-Ernest recalled the history of stencils as a medium of 
protest.128 Pignon-Ernest’s website featured the original WWII photo (fig. 15) he used 
in 1966 to make his stencil.

It seems Pignon-Ernest was unaware of the photo’s origin. Contrary to Pignon-Er-
nest’s assumption, it was taken in Nagasaki, probably in early September 1945, by 
renowned photographer Eiichi Matsumoto (1915–2004), who shot it for Japanese 
newspaper Asahi Shimbun. The photo (fig. 15) probably depicts the shadow of a sol-
dier, not a civilian, at Nagasaki Fortress Command, Minami-Yamate-machi, 3.5129 or 
4.4130 km from the hypocenter of the explosion caused by the A-Bomb called “Fat 
Man.” The soldier stood in front of a wooden hut that was painted with black coal tar. 
“A soldier climbed down from his observation post on top of the building after the 
“all clear” sounded. He unfastens his sword, hooks it onto a clapboard, and is unbut-
toning his jacket when he sees the flash.”131 In just a few seconds, the heat rays burned 
the color off the black wall and turned it white, leaving the black paint only in the 
“shadow” of the ladder and the soldier—not unlike a stencil. Even the photo itself had 

	126	 Vaucluse and the Provence are famous for lavender fields.
	127	 Ernest Pignon-Ernest in Karen Brunel-Lafargue: L’Art se Rue 2. Paris 2013, p. 27. Original 

quote in French, translated by the author; see also Ernest Pignon-Ernest: Interview. Press 
material of the Retrospective Ernest Pignon-Ernest in Evian by Heymann, Renoult Associ-
ates. August 2007.

	128	 See also chapter 5.2.2.
	129	 Documentary Photo Aids Box 956, Mount Dora, Florida 32757 lists the photo as “34 DPA 

series: The First Nuclear War”.
	130	 Accompanying text in the Nagasaki Atomic Bomb Museum which exhibited the photo, 

accessed 25.10.2023, https://cdn.4travel.jp/img/tcs/t/pict/src/49/24/76/src_49247695.
jpg?1529428867

	131	 Documentary Photo Aids Box 956, Mount Dora, Florida 32757 lists the photo as “34 DPA 
series: The First Nuclear War”. Similar infomation gave an accompanying text in the Naga-
saki Atomic Bomb Museum which exhibited the photo, https://cdn.4travel.jp/img/tcs/t/
pict/src/49/24/76/src_49247695.jpg?1529428867
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Fig. 15: Eiichi Matsumoto, Shadow of Soldier and Ladder on a Wooden Wall, Nagasaki, September 
1945, newspaper photo for Asahi Shimbun. Source: https://i.redd.it/x7qcm94j2f181.png (accessed 
May 1, 2024).
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