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4	 Stencil Graffiti Pioneers in the Americas

4.1	 The Protagonists—An Overview

Artists and activists in South and North America have used stencils on posters 
since the 1960s, for instance on banners and placards during protests surrounding the 
Vietnam War,1 or, in 1968, for posters by the San Francisco Diggers, a radical commu-
nity-action theater group in that city.2

Canadian artist group General Idea photographically documented their small text 
stencil AIR EARTH FIRE WATER (see book cover) on a Toronto sidewalk as part of 
a larger conceptual theme of the same name already in 1969,3 and Chaz Bojórquez 
began stencil graffiti in Los Angeles in the same year.

Also in 1969, New York kitsch artist Thomas Lanigan-Schmidt designed stenciled 
street posters that led to his studio exhibition “53 blocks south of 57th street.”4 There 
were many important galleries on 57th Street, which was still the case in the late 1970s, 
when John Fekner surprised his artist colleague and collaborator/ friend Don Leicht 
with an illegal stencil street show after Leicht was told “It’s not possible to get a show 
on 57th street with this work,”5 when he showed his slideshow work to a gallerist there.

In mid-1976, a group of artists founded Grupo Suma at Ricardo Rocha’s Visual 
Experimentation Workshop at the San Carlos Art Academy in Mexico City. Until 1982, 
Suma’s unauthorized guerrilla art actions on the streets of their hometown included, 
among many other techniques, (sometimes huge) cardboard stencils for reproducible 
street murals.6

	 1	 See photo by Jill Freedman: Counter-protesters attend a peace rally in New York City, 
during the Vietnam War, USA, 1967, a man holds a stenciled placard: “Freedom Is Worth 
Fighting For,” see also Russell Howze: Stencil Nation. San Francisco 2008, p. 14.

	 2	 See wall-sized “1% free” poster used for street events in winter of early 1968. See also heads 
and hands of the Tong Warriors, 8–1/2 × 11 inch stencil used as cut-out in production of 
this original 1% Free poster, https://www.diggers.org/overview.htm (accessed May 1, 2024); 
Already mentioned by Russell Howze: Stencil Nation. San Francisco 2008, p. 14.

	 3	 Sarah E.K. Smith: General Idea. Life & Work. Toronto 2016, p. 7; https://www.aci-iac.ca/
art-books/general-idea/biography/ (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 4	 Carlo McCormick: Street stencils of the Lower Eastside. In: Artforum International, May 
1989, p. 153.

	 5	 John Fekner: Post No Bills/Post No Dreams Winter 78–79, https://johnfekner.com/ 
feknerArchive/?p=1024 (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 6	 Shifra Goldman: Dimensions of the Americas: Art and Social Change in Latin America 
and the United States. Chicago 1994, p. 132–134, Charmaine Picard: The Art of Urban 
Recycling: The Artist Collective Suma, 1976–1982. University of Chicago 1999. http://
lanic.utexas.edu/project/ilassa/conference/1999/papers/picard/picard2.htm (accessed May 1, 
2024).
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As for those 1960s and 1970s artists and activists, using stencil graffiti tended 
to be an exception, and as my study deals with street stenciling, I focused on artists 
who worked with stencils directly on urban surfaces, not on posters. Apart from the 
mentioned Chaz Bojórquez (*1949), who started wall stenciling his large Señor Suerte 
(Mr. Lucky) in Los Angeles in 1969 (fig. 25), developments in US American street 
stenciling happened mainly in New York City.

One of the first stencil artists in New York was John Fekner (*1950). Fekner started 
in 1976, the same year as political stencil activist Anton van Dalen (1938–2024), who 
mainly stenciled on posters.7 Although they stenciled on walls, I just mention briefly 
artist collective Bullet Space, as they stenciled primarily political activist anti-nuclear 
stencil graffiti, for instance in the Lower East Side in 1982.8

From 1975 to 1983, all-female New York communist group MBGC (Madam Binh 
Graphics Collective), who also used stencil graffiti, “were moving Leftist politics from 
Communist newspapers and political rallies onto everyday streets by spray painting slo-
gans and pasting up posters.”9 In the same year, British illustrator Gee Vaucher (*1945) 
photographed a feminist activist stencil (  

) in the Lower East Side:10 “It was a great idea to 
spray them on the edge of the pavement, everyone looked down before they crossed 
the road.”11 A December 1978 �e Village Voice article on Basquiat’s and Diaz’s Samo© 
graffiti (in SoHo and The Lower East Side)12 also mentioned this feminist stencil graffiti, 
and others: “To be sure, the Communist Cadre had been stenciling slogans like YIP-
PIES JESUS FREAKS AND MOONIES ARE GOVERNMENT for years. But who 
was writing ONE WOMAN IS RAPED EVERY 10 MINUTES—CASTRATE RAP-
ISTS? Or drawing chalk outlines of fallen bodies with bright red bloodstains?”13 The last 
example hinted at Richard Hambleton’s Image Mass Murder series, also accompanied by 

	 7	 Anton van Dalen, Artists Unite To Serve The People, text stencil tool, 1976. By van Dalen 
this one was called his “earliest street stencil.” Illustrated on http://www.antonvandalen.com/
street_art.html (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 8	 Photos and info see Martha Cooper: Spray Nation. New York 2022, p. 224, see also Martha 
Cooper: The Outtakes. New York 2022, 114–115; according to Frank Rispoli, this stencil 
wall was in St Marks Place in the East Village, photo uploaded by Rispoli, 15.02.2021, 
https://www.instagram.com/p/CLUKCtgF8fe/ (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 9	 Josh MacPhee 2004, p. 15.
	 10	 International Anthem, Nr. 2, 1979, p. 4; Russell Howze: Stencil Nation. San Francisco 

2008, p. 16; Gee Vaucher in email interview with the author 25.08.2020.
	 11	 Gee Vaucher in an email interview with the author 25.08.2020.
	 12	 Henry Flynt, Viewing SAMO© 1978–1979, essay, 1993/1999, p. 1, http://www.henryflynt.

org/overviews/Samo/viewingsamo.pdf (accessed May 1, 2024).
	 13	 Philip Faflick: Samo© Graffiti, in: The Village Voice, 11.12.1978, p. 41, https://news.google.

com/newspapers?id=SOdLAAAAIBAJ&sjid=SowDAAAAIBAJ&pg=6294%2C8216904 
(accessed May 1, 2024); for a photo by Geoff Gove of “YIPPIES JESUS FREAKS …” see 
https://www.facebook.com/photo/?fbid=10153938987688956&set=gm.803039559802338 
(accessed May 1, 2024).
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a stencil graffiti message (“Mr. Reeee IS EVERYWHERE”), photographed for instance 
next to a Samo© graffiti,14 and Jill Freedman (1939–2019) photographed YIPPIES 
JESUS FREAKS AND MOONIES ARE GOVERNMENT in 1977.15 Vaucher, who 
returned to the UK at some point after July 1978,16 recalled she saw many wall stencils 
on Manhattan’s streets, including image stencils, but most of them advertised gigs.17 
Punk photographer Godlis took a photo of such a stenciled advert in 1977, also on the 
sidewalk, promoting a Patti Smith concert.18

All these photo-documented examples were still typeface-only and were rather 
small, as graffiti artist El Chino stated as late as 1986: “In N.Y. the stencil is limited by 
its size. It is difficult to transport large stencils. At the time of the operation, it requires 
a delicate handling which is the opposite of the principle of speed, ease, and applica-
tion. […] the stencil there passes unnoticed. The famous people are those who make 
signatures of 2m to 5m on the subway.”19

In 1979, Fekner was the first one to go big with his stencils; all other stencils 
I discuss in this chapter stayed at modest size. Although Fekner was featured in Allan 
Schwartzman’s influential New York survey “Street Art” in 1985, he seemed to have 
been mostly unknown in Europe until 1989, when Johannes Stahl published a Ger-
man interview with him,20 although Fekner had collaborated with Beuys pupil Peter 
Mönnig (*1955) for a stencil project near the Berlin Wall in 1986, which can be seen 
in Wim Wenders’ movie Wings of Desire (Der Himmel über Berlin, 1987). Fekner later 
received an entry (in German) in van Treeck’s Gra�ti Lexikon (1993, 1998, 2001), 
but not in the book Pochoir (2000) by van Treeck and Metze-Prou, and it still took a 
while for France or the UK to take notice of him. The French pochoirists of the 1980s 
seem not to have known his work at all at the time. Not before 2010, Xavier Prou 
(Blek le Rat) stated that John Fekner was the founder of the international stencil graffiti 

	 14	 Henry Flynt, photo, 1979, http://www.henryflynt.org/overviews/artwork_images/samo/33.
jpg (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 15	 Jill Freedman, tourists stop for a rest in Washington Square Park, Greenwich Village, New 
York City, 1977. On the wall behind is graffiti reading ’Yippies, Jesus Freaks, and Moonies 
are Government,’ photo, 1977, https://www.gettyimages.ie/detail/news-photo/tourists-stop-
for-a-rest-in-washington-square-park-news-photo/175571964 (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 16	 Gee Vaucher in an email interview with the author 25.08.2020. Vaucher said she orga-
nized gigs for Crass in New York and returned afterwards. Crass played 5 gigs in New York 
between the 23.06. and the 05.07.1978, see https://crass.live/gig-list (accessed May 1, 2024) 
05/07/78 33 Grand, New York

	 17	 Gee Vaucher in email interview with the author 25.08.2020.
	 18	 Stenciled ad in white color on the pavement for “PATTI SMITH 29/30 JULY NEW 

ELGIN,” photo by Godlis, https://www.instagram.com/p/Ck55m8VOiVf/?igshid=MD-
JmNzVkMjY%3D (accessed May 1, 2024); this concert of the Patti Smith Group was on 
Fri/Sat 29/30 July 1977 at the [New] Elgin Theater, 8th Av./19th Street, NYC.

	 19	 El Chino interviewed by Philippe Marsollier, in: Pantouflrock, no. 7, December 1986, p. 16.
	 20	 Fekner interviewed by Stahl in 1987/88. Johannes Stahl (ed.): An der Wand. Cologne 1989, 

p. 170–176.
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movement, though he credited himself with this honor elsewhere.21 Fekner was men-
tioned in the bibliography of but not featured in Manco’s Stencil Gra�ti (UK, 2002).22 
He finally appeared prominently, in early global internet times, in Josh MacPhee’s 
Stencil Pirates (US, 2004), Russell Howze’s Stencil Nation (US, 2008), and in the cat-
alog for the 2008 Street Art exhibition at London’s Tate Modern.

The German Kohlhöfer (*1942) moved to New York in 1976 and to Los Ange-
les in 1989. Although a prolific stenciler since the late 1950s,23 he rarely worked on 
the street and stayed under the radar, unlike his teacher Beuys and collaborators like 
Sigmar Polke (1941–2010) and Kiki Smith (*1954), all prominent artists. Like Smith 
and Mönnig, Kohlhöfer was part of the artist group Colab, who initiated �e Times 
Square Show in 1980, where many street art pioneers exhibited, including one-time 
stencil user Haring, Basquiat, Barbara Kruger, Kenny Scharf, Fred[rick] Brathwaite 
[Fab Five Freddy], Lee [Quiñones], Leonard McGurr [Futura 2000] and also Tom 
Otterness, who may have used street stencils of international sign symbols in New 
York’s Bowery in 1977.24 Becky Howland’s poster25 for �e Real Estate Show, another 
Colab-organized exhibition, featured stencils of residential buildings facing gentrifi-
cation, which David Wojnarowicz (1954–1992) and the mentioned van Dalen would 
also soon thematize with stencils.

Fekner and Wojnarowicz collaborated for a shared canvas work called “Toxic 
Junky” in 1983,26 so did Bauman and Wojnarowicz on different occasions.27 Kohlhöfer 
dedicated his book Vogue Interzone to Wojnarowicz. Wojnarowicz, who died of AIDS, 
is known today mainly for his AIDS-related art and as a queer and political artist, but 
not so much as a street art pioneer. The chapter about him aims to change that.

In Europe and the US, international graffiti and stencil pioneer Alex Vallauri 
(1949–1987) was still mostly unknown at the time, quite the opposite to his native Bra-
zil. As late as 2004, Tristan Manco mentioned him in Gra�ti Brasil. Before that, only an 

	 21	 Blek le Rat. Interview with David Hopkins. In: StudioOn [Oliver Walker, Nigel Roberts] 
(ed.): The Street Art Stencil Book, London 2010, p. 4. Prou on his website: “Born in 1951, 
Xavier Prou (better known as Blek Le Rat), was one of the first graffiti artists in Paris, and 
is the founder of the international stencil art movement.” https://blekleratoriginal.com/en/
blek-le-rat (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 22	 Fekner website was mentioned in the bibliography, Manco told me in the interview with 
him that he could not get in contact with Fekner.

	 23	 Interview with the author, 2021.
	 24	 See photo reproduced in McCormick 2010, p. 117. It is not 100 clear if those were posters 

or stencils, so I chose the subjunctive.
	 25	 Alan Moore, Marc Miller (eds.): ABC No Rio Dinero: The Story of a Lower East Side Art 

Gallery. New York: ABC No Rio with Collaborative Projects, 1985, https://98bowery.com/
return-to-the-bowery/abcnorio-the-real-estate-show (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 26	 Toxic Junky: A painting collaboration with David Wojnarowicz, http://johnfekner.com/
feknerArchive/?p=420 (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 27	 Empty Stencils. The Street Art of Jane Bauman, David Wojnarowicz, and Artists from the 
Civilian Warfare Gallery. New York 2020.
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the magazines Zoom (FR, 1982),31 Der Stern (GER, 1984),32 L�Art Vivant (FR, 1985),33 
and books like Peter Franks New, Used and Improved. Art for the ���s (US, 1987)34, 
Johannes Stahl’s An der Wand (GER, 1989)35, the cover of (and in) David Robinson’s 
book Soho Walls (US, 1990),36 and Martha Cooper’s books Spray Nation and �e Out-
takes (both 2022).37

The stencil graffiti artists featured here—Vallauri, Wojnarovicz, Kohlhöfer, and 
Fekner—were, however, not the only stencil artists on the streets of New York. Other 
New York artists like Jane Bauman, Luis Frangella, Huck Snyder, the World War � 
graphic novelists Michael Roman, Eric Drooker, Seth Tobocman, and Christof Kohl-
höfer (fig. 35), and Anton van Dalen were also active with stencils in Manhattan in the 
early 1980s. Fekner,38 Kohlhöfer,39 and Michael Roman40 Julie Hair,41 Jane Bauman, 
Luis Frangella, and Huck Snyder also collaborated/exhibited with Wojnarowicz.42 The 
conceptual abstraction painter Robert Petrick also created street stencils with words in 

	 31	 Michel Bertrand: Silhouettes en Ombre Sur Manhattan. In: Zoom 94, November 1982, 
p. 38–41.

	 32	 See photo by Andreas Sterzing in Jürgen Fischer: Neue Heimat. Der Stern, No. 2, 
05.01.1984, p. 108.

	 33	 Rosine Klatzmann: American Graffitistes. In: L’Art Vivant, 1985, p. 32–33.
	 34	 Peter Frank, Michael D. McKenzie: New, Used and Improved. Art for the 80’s. New York 

1987, p. 51.
	 35	 Johannes Stahl (ed.): an der Wand. Graffiti zwischen Anarchie und Galerie. Cologne 1989, 

p. 166.
	 36	 David Robinson: Soho Walls. Beyond Graffiti. New York 1990, p. 47, 67, 70, 74–75, 77, 94 

[plus on the cover].
	 37	 Martha Cooper: Spray Nation Box Set. New York 2022: Spray Nation, p. 223; Outtakes, 

p. 112.
	 38	 In 1984, Fekner and Wojnarowicz were both parts of the group shows Climbing. The East 

Village, Hal Bromm Gallery and Fit To Be Tied Group Show at the gallery Civilian Warfare.
	 39	 McCormick interviewed in Lotringer/Ambrosino 2006, p. 14. In 1985, Carlo McCormick 

curated two group exhibitions where Kohlhöfer and Wojnarowicz participated, “The Nuclear 
Family“, at Ground Zero, New York, and “East Village Meets East Broad Street“, Neo-
politan Gallery, Richmond, VA. With Wojnarowicz, Kohlhöfer was also a member of The 
Wrecking Crew, which created site-specific painting shows. See Sylvère Lotringer, Giancarlo 
Ambrosino (eds.): David Wojnarowicz: A definitive history of five or six years on the Lower 
East Side. New York 2006, p 14, 97–99. Kohlhöfer dedicated his Vogue artist book (1994) 
posthumously to Wojnarowicz.

	 40	 In late 1982 Wojnarowicz, Vallauri and Roman (and many others) exhibited together in the 
show Stencil Invaders at the Alain Bilhaud Gallery.

	 41	 Julie Hair interviewed in Lotringer/Ambrosino 2006, p. 19–20.
	 42	 Empty Stencils. The Street Art of Jane Bauman, David Wojnarowicz, and Artists from the 

Civilian Warfare Gallery. New York 2020.
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1983.43 Tobocman and Kohlhöfer were two of the first editors of World War � Illus-
trated, an American comics anthology magazine, first issued in 1980.44 Frequent con-
tributors were, besides Tobocman and Roman, other New York stencilers like James 
Romberger or Eric Drooker (*1958),45 who made street stencils of a man with an 
umbrella in Soho around 1979.46 Like many Pochoirists, the New York stencilers were 
strongly linked to comic book culture. More research into this topic is necessary.

There were also at least three 1980s exhibitions in NYC dedicated explicitly to 
(street) stencils. The first one, Stencil Invaders, took place in December 1982 in the 
Alain Belhaud Gallery and featured Wojnarowicz, Vallauri, van Dalen, Roman47, 
Michael [Mike] Bidlo, Paul Chelstad,48 Eva Chockcroft, Mark Hoxsie, Brant King-
man,49 the art project / band Konk, the duo Liz-N-Val [Elizabeth Clark and Valen-
tine Goroshko], and Harry Widoff.50 After the Vallauri/Matuck/Zeidler exhibition in 
Museum of Modern Art, São Paulo, earlier that year, Stencil Invaders seems to have 
been the first exhibition dedicated to stencil graffiti ever (graph 6, chapter 4.1). Besides 
Fekner, more than 90 stencil artists participated in the exhibition Homeless NYC,51 

	 43	 In 1983 Robert [William] Petrick’s (*1945) word stencil piece EXIT/EXIST appeared at 11th 
and Avenue B, this work and his “Nowhere/Now Here stencil piece were photgraphed by 
Andreas Sterzing. See his show reel Alphabet City & the East Village Art Scene NYC 1980s, 
https://vimeo.com/420453175 (accessed May 1, 2024), TC: 1:06 min. and 11:06 min.

	 44	 Peter Kuper, Seth Tobocman, Christof Kohlhöfer (ed.): World War 3 Illustrated #1, 1979 
[May 1980?], https://www.comics.org/issue/853329/ (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 45	 Josh MacPhee: Stencil Pirates. New York 2004, p. 16.
	 46	 The Umbrella Man anticipates the one on the Cover of Drooker’s Graphic Novel Flood 

(1990). See also David Robinson: Soho Walls. Beyond Graffiti. New York 1990, p. 12, 
48–49; https://www.facebook.com/eric.drooker/posts/10156982085653336; At least four 
times Samo (Jean Michel Basquiat and Al Diaz) interacted with this umbrella man stencil 
by Eric Drooker around 1979, documented in photos by Henry Flynt. Usually Drooker was 
crossed out: http://www.henryflynt.org/overviews/artwork_images/samo/5.jpg; http://www.
henryflynt.org/overviews/artwork_images/samo/7.jpg ; http://www.henryflynt.org/over-
views/artwork_images/samo/15.jpg; http://www.henryflynt.org/overviews/artwork_images/
samo/36.jpg (all accessed May 1, 2024); 

	 47	 Wild Style: Pioneering Chicano street artist remembered, 12.01.2017, http://eltecolote.org/
content/en/wild-style-pioneering-chicano-street-artist-remembered/ (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 48	 “Alex Vallauri, who worked to promote stencil art among New York’s artists, introduced him 
to stenciling on public walls in spring of 1982.” See https://siouxcityartcenter.org/artist/
paul-chelstad/ (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 49	 Brant Kingman was a member of NYC artist group Avant.
	 50	 Stencil Invaders. Alain Bilhaud Gallery, New York, December 4–20, 1982 Announcement 

card, ca. 10.7 × 13.9cm, illustrated in Rota-Rossi, p. 174, see also https://www.jeannoel-
herlin.com/product/stencil-invaders-alain-bilhaud-gallery-new-york-december-4-20-1982/ 
(accessed May 1, 2024).

	 51	 Homeless NYC, group show, Storefront gallery, 12.10.–02.11.1985. The participants had 
to stencil their motif also on the streets of Manhattan at least 20 times. See flier digitalized 
at https://archive.org/details/198510HomelessAtHomeNewsletter/page/n1/mode/2up 
(accessed May 1, 2024).
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curated by Carlo McCormick in 1985, and in the group show Street Stencils of the 
Lower East Side (1988/89) curated by aforementioned stencil artist Anton van Dalen, 
who exhibited three dozen stencil artists, among them Fekner, Kohlhöfer (fig.  35), 
Wojnarowicz, Tobocman, and Roman.52

Fekner, Wojnarowicz and Vallauri were, in contrast to those others mentioned, 
first and foremost street stencil artists in New York City, at least for a certain period of 
time (late 1976 until the end of 1983). Jane Bauman also has a larger stencil portfolio 
of that period, and quite some of her tools and stories, and also a few street graffiti 
photos (from 1983) of her stencils have survived.53

Having mentioned all these NYC stencil graffiti activities in the 1970s and early 
1980s, a comment by Henry Chalfant from 1987 seems a bit ignorant. After eight 
years photographing style-writing graffiti mainly in NYC, he commented on stencil 
graffiti in Barcelona at a graffiti conference there. He was asked to share his opinion 
on the mid-1980s stencil graffiti movement that was apparent in Barcelona at that 
time,54 and Chalfant commented: “I like them a lot. I think they are very original and 
characteristic of Barcelona or Spain. In New York you can only find a few and they 
are made by Europeans from France or Italy that are visiting New York and produce 
some stencils while they are there. They don’t do them in New York.”55 As Ruiz and 
Aparicio also point out, there are testimonials and photos that prove the existence of 
NYC stencil graffiti as early as 1971, as was the case with graffiti writer COCO 144 
(Roberto Gualtieri, *1956).56 The quote indicates there was little connection between 
the worlds of style-writing graffiti and street art in NYC, despite the various interac-
tions and collaborations between graffiti writers and East Village artists starting with 
�e Times Square Show in 1980.

	 52	 Carlo McCormick: Street stencils of the Lower Eastside. In: Artforum International, May 
1989, p. 153.

	 53	 See for instance a photo in Empty Stencils 2020, p. 10; see also Andreas Sterzing’s photo 
in Pier 34 at 205 Hudson Gallery 2017, p. 23, https://issuu.com/huntercollegeartgalleries/
docs/205_hudson_gallery_2016_pier_34_cat (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 54	 For the Barcelona stencil graffiti movement see Gabriela Berti: Pioneros del graffiti en 
España. Valencia 2009; Fernando Figueroa-Saavedra Ruiz, Felipe Gálvez Aparicio: Firmas, 
Muros y Botes. Historia Social y Vivencial del Graffiti Autóctono. Madrid 2014, unpaged 
[chapter 2].

	 55	 Ramón Montesinos i Busquets: Chalfant: ’Eis grafits de Barcelona són encara una mica 
primitius’; in Avui, Cultura supplement; 09.08.1987, p. 28. Translation by Gabriela Berti: 
Pioneros del graffiti en España. Valencia 2009, p. 187.

	 56	 Fernando Figueroa-Saavedra Ruiz, Felipe Gálvez Aparicio: Firmas, Muros y Botes. Historia 
Social y Vivencial del Graffiti Autóctono. Madrid 2014, unpaged [chapter 2].
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4.2	 The First Documented Stencil Graffiti Art (1969): 
Chaz Bojórquez (Los Angeles) and General Idea (Toronto)

Trained artist Charles “Chaz” Bojórquez, presumably the first US American artist 
to take his stencil work directly to the street, was, much like Pignon-Ernest in France, 
somewhat of an outsider for a long time. In 1969, three years after Pignon-Ernest, 
Bojórquez used a single stencil motif (fig. 25) in East Los Angeles. He was already 
active in Mexican-American street calligraphy, a.k.a. Cholo graffiti. His contribution 
to the history of street art was little known before 1995, when he appeared in the Los 
Angeles graffiti video documentary Gra�ti VeritØ.57

Bojórquez called his stenciled tag “Señor Suerte,” literally translated “Mr. Lucky,” 
which he spray-painted for the first time to a stairway pillar at the Arroyo Seco Park 
Freeway in 1969 (fig. 25). He first tried it freehand, but it came out badly,58 similar to 
Blek’s in Paris a dozen years later. Then he cut his visual stencil tag from thick plastic 
foil.59 Bojórquez created Señor Suerte as an alter ego of himself at that time: “I’m 
part Hollywood, I’m part hippie, and I’m part chicano.”60 Señor Suerte was a slightly 
smiling human skull inspired by the Mexican Day of the Dead celebration (“part chi-
cano”), his bone hand holding his fingers crossed for luck—that made him Mr. Lucky. 
Mr. Lucky holds his crossed fingers closed to his mouth, recalling the way a smoker 
would hold a cigarette. The skull wears a broad-brimmed fedora hat and a fur col-
lar, recalling a stereotypical Afro American movie character (part Hollywood), “pimp 
daddy from New York that happened in the 60s in the movies”.61 Although Bojórquez 
was not an African American, he identified as a Latino with a character that was not 
white, and ambivalent, but had a strong agency on his own, and that emerged from the 
1960s civil rights movement (“part hippie”). A pimp is a drug dealer or a procurer, a 
person dealing with gang activities, a gangster. Bojórquez’s street art, his lettering, and 
his stencil tag was inspired by Cholo gang graffiti, which has a history in Los Angeles 
dating back to the 1940s. Quid pro quo, the Señor Suerte tag later inspired local gangs, 

	 57	 Graffiti Verite. Read The Writing on the Wall (1995, dir. Bob Bryan, 44.35 min.) TC: 6.20–
7.29min., https://www.dailymotion.com/video/x30o26r (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 58	 Nikki Columbus/ Jeffrey Deitch (ed.): Art in the Streets, catalog, MOCA Los Angeles. New 
York 2011, p. 148.

	 59	 Nikki Columbus/ Jeffrey Deitch (ed.): Art in the Streets, catalog, MOCA Los Angeles. New 
York 2011, p. 148.

	 60	 Chaz Bojórquez interviewed by Bayou Bennett and Daniel Lir on Los Angeles TV show The 
Dream State, Youtube, 05.07.2018, https://youtu.be/1rCvFn0xrFk?t=98 (accessed May 1, 
2024).

	 61	 Chaz Bojórquez interviewed by Bayou Bennett and Daniel Lir on Los Angeles TV show The 
Dream State, Youtube, 05.07.2018, https://youtu.be/1rCvFn0xrFk?t=98 (accessed May 1, 
2024); the movie character pimp daddy is usually rather typical of 1970s Blaxploitation 
movies.
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who appropriated the skull to serve as a protective symbol.62 Bojórquez’s stenciled 
self-portrait is simultaneously a portrait of his background and his community. Com-
bining self-confidence with Day of the Dead humor, the portrait has a positive effect 
and is highly identifiable.

Like Fekner’s later stencils, Bojórquez’s (fig. 25) was more “road art” than “street 
art,” as this particular large stencil print was best visible from the freeway. His first 
Mr. Lucky stencil stayed at Arroyo Seco Parkway for 15 years, until it was removed in 
1984,63 a very long tenure for illegal graffiti. But Bojórquez also spray-painted in the 
dry urban concrete river beds around LA—not exactly art in city streets. A photo from 
1985 shows the same stencil in the Arroyo Seco river banks in Los Angeles.64 With his 
Mr. Lucky stencil, Bojórquez is one of the inventors of the visual, non-writing-based 
signature tag, which he created independently from the history of style-writing graffiti 
in Philadelphia and New York after 1965. The existence of his stencil challenges the 
popular narrative that street art derived from New York style-writing graffiti. Besides 
General Idea’s  text stencil (see book cover) from the 

	 62	 Nikki Columbus/Jeffrey Deitch (ed.): Art in the Streets, catalog, MOCA Los Angeles. New 
York 2011, p. 148.

	 63	 Nikki Columbus/Jeffrey Deitch (ed.): Art in the Streets, catalog, MOCA Los Angeles. New 
York 2011, p. 148.

	 64	 Nikki Columbus/Jeffrey Deitch (ed.): Art in the Streets, catalog, MOCA Los Angeles. New 
York 2011, p. 149.

Fig. 25: Chaz Bojórquez, Señor Suerte/Mr. Lucky, stencil graffiti, Arroyo Seca Park Freeway, Los 
Angeles, 1969. Photo: Chaz Bojórquez, https://lalouver.com/ROLL-CALL-artists/wp-content/
uploads/2016/11/2-Skull-Frwy1969-1.jpg (accessed May 1, 2024).



164 A Street Art History of Stencils

same year,65 the 1969 Mr. Lucky stencil graffiti tag is the first visual stencil graffiti in 
an art context of which we have visual evidence, as Pignon-Ernest deliberately did not 
photographically document his.

Toronto-based conceptual and mail art group General Idea photo-documented a 
street stencil graffiti action in 1969—the same year as Señor Suerte’s first appearance— 
the year General Idea started working together.66 Group members AA Bronson alias 
Michael Tims (*1946), Felix Partz alias Ronald Gabe (1945–1994), and Jorge Zontal 
alias Slobodan Saia-Levy (1944–94) made art together until 1994, when Partz and 
Zontal died of AIDS. According to Bronson, General Idea was born out of the “late 
Sixties psychedelia of student revolution, fluorescent posters, underground newspapers 
and Marshall McLuhan, and inspired by Canada’s first artist-run centre … Interme-
dia.”67 They executed many early General Idea projects in ephemeral media, such as 
mail art, performance, photography, and film.68

The three artists made works surrounding the thematic scheme of the four ele-
ments even before they named themselves General Idea and developed individual 
pseudonyms. One of the first  works was an illegal on-off 
stencil graffiti action documented in two black and white photographs (see book cover). 
In the first picture, Saia-Levy photographed Tims during the act of spray-stenciling the 
words  with black paint on a sidewalk in 1969.69 Tims 
came from a military family.70 The font used recalled the usual generic military stencil 
font style also used by later punk and street art. Besides Bojórquez, this is one of the 
first times the use of spray cans is documented in a proto-street art context at all. Con-
ceptual stencil pieces by Pignon-Ernest (1966) or Treliński (1975) were still made with 
paint and brush. The General Idea stencil was a rather small, single-color text stencil. 
Combined with the elements theme it recalled not only attitude and values (rejection 
of the art commodity in dematerialized practices), but also the clear and reduced look 
of minimalism, conceptual art, earth art/environmental art (the structural elements of 
form and language, the elements theme) that was en vogue at that time.

	 65	 Sarah E.K. Smith: General Idea. Life & Work. Toronto 2016, p. 7; https://www.aci-iac.ca/
art-books/general-idea/biography/ (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 66	 Sarah E.K. Smith: General Idea. Life & Work. Toronto 2016, p. 7; https://www.aci-iac.ca/
art-books/general-idea/biography/ (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 67	 AA Bronson quoted in Christina Richie: Allusions, Omissions, Cover-ups: The Early Days. 
In: The Search for the Spirit: General Idea 1968–1975. Art Gallery of Ontario. Toronto 
1997, p. 13.

	 68	 Sarah E.K. Smith: General Idea. Life & Work. Toronto 2016, p. 7; https://www.aci-iac.ca/
art-books/general-idea/biography/ (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 69	 Sarah E.K. Smith: General Idea. Life & Work. Toronto 2016, p. 7; https://www.aci-iac.ca/
art-books/general-idea/biography/ (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 70	 Sarah E.K. Smith: General Idea. Life & Work. Toronto 2016, p. 5; https://www.aci-iac.ca/
art-books/general-idea/biography/ (accessed May 1, 2024).
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In the first  photo (see book cover), the feet of 
another person, presumably Gabe, are visible in the background. Saia-Levy seems to 
have used an instant camera, as the second photo shows Tims again, in the same out-
fit, spray can and cardboard stencil tool next to him, clearly holding the first photo 
in his hand, next to the stenciled text on the sidewalk. The two sequential photos not 
only document the process, but also visually compare the instantaneous nature of the 
photo documentation and the act of spray-stenciling itself. The process of taking and 
developing an instant photo on the spot took about the same as spraying the stencil. 
In June 1970, they placed a newspaper advertisement in the personals column of the 
Toronto Daily Star every day for a week.71 These ads consisted of the same four bold 
capital letter words only: “AIR EARTH FIRE WATER.”72

Both the ads and the stencil photos were anonymous, serial, ephemeral, humor-
ous and cryptic (to the public), and the chance that someone would coincidentally 
see both was also extremely low. Both forms of presenting those four words in a simi-
lar art-unrelated context, were incomprehensible but readable for a general audience. 
Only later, in an art-related context or space, could those two actions be fully under-
stood. This applies also to other conceptual art pieces by Pignon-Ernest, Treliński, the 
SZ group and, to a certain extent also to Fekner. It was all art on the street but not 
yet so much for the street. The  stencil (see book cover), 
similar to Daniel Buren’s stripes (wheat pasted on the street since 1968) or Treliński’s 
name, were not necessarily perceived as art in situ and they were not primarily (proto) 
street (art) works on their own, but each were part of a larger series that involved other 
media and forms of expression and other non-street art locations.

4.3	 John Fekner—Conceptual Stencil Activist and Road Artist

In 1976, street art pioneer John Fekner (*1950) started to work with letter stencils 
in the outskirts of New York. Mainly with “few word message”73 stencils, he converted 
politically occupied industrial ruins or car wrecks into art works, as he commented on 
their existence and socio-cultural background in an accusatory, funny and sometimes 

	 71	 General Idea, Air Earth Fire Water, newspaper advertisement in the Toronto Daily Star 
[later: the Toronto Star], June 8 and 11, 1970, National Gallery of Canada Library and 
Archives, Ottawa. see Sarah E.K. Smith: General Idea. Life & Work. Toronto 2016, p. 7; 
https://www.aci-iac.ca/art-books/general-idea/biography/ (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 72	 Before that, still in 1969, they also had performed a work called “Air, Earth, Fire, Water 
Mantra” at the exhibition New Alchemy, Elements, Systems, Forces, Art Gallery of Ontario, 
Toronto; see Sarah E.K. Smith: General Idea. Life & Work. Toronto 2016, p. 7; https://
www.aci-iac.ca/art-books/general-idea/biography/ (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 73	 John Fekner interviewed by Sean Corcoran: A Conversation with John Fekner, 31.01.2016. 
In: Luca Ciancabilla, Christian Omodeo (ed.): Street Art. Banksy & Co. L’Arte Allo Stato 
Urbano. Bologna 2016, p. 126.
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satirical way. Although Fekner also worked in the streets of New York City, includ-
ing for instance his POST NO DREAMS stencil from 197974 (even Paul McCartney 
posed with it), Fekner’s main self-authorized stencil œuvre between 1976 and 1982 
made him more of a “road artist”75 than a “street artist,” as most works were primarily 
accessible and visible via car on major roads outside residential areas. This also meant 
they were large enough to be read from afar. “As a painter in the early 1970s, I was 
investigating the space within the area of a canvas; not that interest has been exhausted, 
and my vision goes out to larger spaces. My car not functions as a mobile studio.”76

4.3.1	 Fekner’s Background: Pop Culture and Minimalism— 
Buren, Johns, Artschwager

“Like conceptual art and Pop, graffiti questions the context in which art is appre-
ciated.”77 Although Fekner started stenciling illegally in urban spaces in 1976, his work 
was not so much created in a punk context, which started in New York City around the 
same time, but in a post-May 1968 one and as an “environmental conceptual artist.”78 
When asked in 2020 how he would have described his street art of the late 1970s to 
someone at that time, Fekner also answered: “They were basically environmental mes-
sages that were conceptual based. So, you could say Conceptual Art, Environmental 
Art.”79

Fekner’s first steps in the direction of street stencils happened when he cut out 
paper letters to tape them onto the window panels of his car before he went to Wood-
stock in 1969. His message “WHite Lake OR BuST’’ referred to Woodstock’s original 
location White Lake near Bethel, NY.80 Before that, Fekner recognized the military sig-
nature stencils on his “family’s army artifacts” from the wars his uncles or older cousins 

	 74	 John Fekner, Post No Dreams, March 1979, Grand Central Station 42nd St., https://www.
instagram.com/p/CPEWgFNl6z3/ (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 75	 Fekner was alright with this term when I interviewed him in 2020. Fekner interviewed by 
the author, 21.08.2020.

	 76	 John Fekner interviewed by Peter Fend, July 1979, in: John Fekner: Stencil Projects. Lund 
and New York 1978–1979. Edition Sellem. Lund July 1982. Unpaged [page 10].

	 77	 Richard Goldstein: The Fire Down Below. In: The Village Voice. New York, 24.December 
1980, p. 55. Goldstein spoke about graffiti by graffiti writers like Futura2000 or Dondi but 
also by street artists like Fekner or Basquiat. 

	 78	 Urban Pulses: The Artist and The City. Exhibition catalog, Pittsburgh Center of the Arts, 
05.10.–06.11.1983, p. 4. https://www.instagram.com/p/CTDXjmlFQ17/ (accessed May 1, 
2024). In this show Fekner exhibited together with David Wojnarowicz and Keith Haring 
who both also worked with stencils–although Haring only once.

	 79	 Fekner interviewed by the author, 21.08.2020.
	 80	 John Fekner: Luv Flowers 1970, http://johnfekner.com/feknerArchive/?cat=152 (accessed 

May 1, 2024), illustrated by Fekner on Instagram, https://www.instagram.com/p/BRbxL-
fil-iW/ (accessed May 1, 2024).



Stencil Graffiti Pioneers in the Americas 167

participated in, World War II and the Korean War:81 “I remember my uncle’s WW2 
canteen that had a stencil that I played with as a kid.”82 Those military stencils were 
used to stencil signs and dates on canteens, clothes, military boxes and vehicles as early 
as the 1860s, during the American Civil War.83 In October 1972, Fekner made and 
was photographed in a Halloween costume of a psych ward patient with the number 
“10538” stenciled on a white shirt, similar to the military stencils, in reference to the 
song “10538 Overture” by Electric Light Orchestra (ELO)84

For Lucy Lippard, Fekner was the “caption writer to the urban environment, 
ad-man for the opposition.”85 This quote made reference to Fekner’s background as 
an artist in a non-art context, the huge billboard size of some of his works, the history 
of stencil use in billboard advertising and road signs, and the in-your-face attitude 
of 1960s Pop Art and culture, which is apparent in Fekner’s work along with irony 
and humor. This became apparent when he playfully labeled, for instance, car wrecks 
what he called INDUSTRIAL FOSSILS86 with letter stencils like “ATTACK OF THE 
TOXIC TANKS”87 or “YOUR SPACE HAS BEEN INVADED.”88 With these slo-
gans, Fekner hinted at then-contemporary (space age) pop culture phenomena like the 
arcade game Space Invaders or movies like Attack of the Killer Tomatoes (both 1978).

Given the references to pop culture, Pop Art, photorealism,89 and especially pop 
music in Fekner’s works, it’s important to view them through a time-specific lens and 
consider their original context. It is also necessary, however, to look at his background 
in conceptual and minimal art. “A lot of people asked, did I see my work as street art 
or graffiti? Well part of it was driven by Conceptual Art. And Words. And Lyrics of 
Songs.”90 Similar to Pignon-Ernest’s work, Fekner’s site-specific stencils are not sim-
ply attached somewhere to an urban background, they boldly comment on the situa-
tion and history of a particular time and environment and are also formed on a huge 

	 81	 Fekner in an email conversation with the author 31.05.2017.
	 82	 John Fekner interviewed by Chris Stain and Josh MacPhee, 03.11.2008, https://justseeds.

org/interview-with-john-fekner/ (accessed May 1, 2024).
	 83	 See introduction chapter 4.1.
	 84	 Fekner interviewed by the author, 21.08.2020, TC: 14min46–15min.15; see also Fekner on 

Instagram, 09.03.2017, https://www.instagram.com/p/BRbwBbuFUsD/ (accessed May 1, 
2024).

	 85	 Lucy Lippard: All Fired Up. In: Village Voice, New York, December 2–8, 1981.
	 86	 John Fekner: Stencil Projects. Lund and New York 1978–1979. Edition Sellem. Lund July 

1982. Unpaged [page 8].
	 87	 John Fekner/Steve Grivas: ATTACK OF THE TOXIC TANKS, quanta 01 l refinery, long 

island city, N.Y. 1982, in: John Fekner/Queensites. Arme de ses seuls pochoirs. Extrait de 
Agnus Dei Artificiel, Nr. L, Octobre 1982, unpaged [page 7].

	 88	 http://johnfekner.com/feknerArchive/?p=1308#more-1308 (accessed May 1, 2024).
	 89	 John Fekner interviewed by Lorraine Inzalaco and Leslie Lalehzar, in: Queens Council 

on the Arts (ed.): Queens Artists and Their Studios: A Documentation. New York 1980, 
p. 21–27, here p. 24–25.

	 90	 Fekner interviewed by the author, 21.08.2020, TC 2min07–2min14.
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scale, like land art. Fekner claimed to be inspired not by Pignon-Ernest, but the third 
French Street Art pioneer, Daniel Buren, who also started in the 1960s (beside Gérard 
Zlotykamien who began painting freehandedly on the streets of Paris in 196791). Unlike 
both of his processors (Zlotykamien and Pignon-Ernest), Buren was already known by 
his works in New York from May 1970 onwards.92 Fekner saw a photograph of one 
part (of about 25 paper works) of Buren’s second installation in New York, his first 
unauthorized and his first outdoor series in New York, called “You are invited to read 
this as a guide to what can be seen—Affichages sauvages [Part 1].”93

Fekner was particularly impressed by a photo Buren took of one of his red striped 
paper posters, which he alternated, in a window of 13½ Bleecker Street on Octo-
ber  23, 1970.94 Although it was neither the first not the largest piece from that series, 
it became—despite its ephemerality—the longest living piece of “You are invited to 
read this as a guide to what can be seen—Affichages sauvages [Part 1].” According to 
locals in 2010, “a fragment of Buren’s piece was still there up until a few years ago,” as 
artist Michael E. Brady lived there from the early 1970s into the 1990s.95 Maybe it was 
because of this that Buren chose the Bleecker Street poster as a thumbnail for the whole 
“You are invited to read…” series in his online catalogue raisonné.

In 1968, Fekner roller-painted a huge “ITCHYCOO PARK” on an empty build-
ing in Gorman Park with friends in his neighborhood Washington Heights, Manhattan, 
New York City.96 “Itchycoo Park,” a British pop song by the Small Faces from the 
year before, was then thought to be about a wasteland in London’s East End. Like 
Fekner’s “ITCHYCOO PARK,” Buren’s piece combined pop music with site-specific 
street art: “Buren sited his work perfectly. There was a bit of an association with beat 

	 91	 Bernhard van Treeck: Graffiti-Lexikon. Moers 1993, p. 171.
	 92	 Buren’s first New York piece T IV 28 [No Title–Pasted up Paper] was created legally and 

indoors for “Using Walls,” a Jewish Museum group exhibition (12.05.–21.06.1970). The 
wall opposite the entrance of the museum as well as the hallway leading to the exhibition 
rooms were completely covered with yellow and white striped paper, https://catalogue. 
danielburen.com/artworks/view/40/%5BSans%20Titre%20%E2%80%93%20Papier%20coll
%C3%A9%5D?page=8&_=1591166589380 (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 93	 Daniel Buren, T IV 67, You are invited to read this as a guide to what can be seen–Affi-
chages sauvages [Part 1], ca. twenty-five unauthorized postings–different colors, placement 
and form each day, 21 to 31 October 1970, https://catalogue.danielburen.com/artworks/
view/45/You%20are%20invited%20to%20read%20this%20as%20a%20guide%20to%20
what%20can%20be%20seen%20%E2%80%93%20Affichages%20sauvages%20%5BPart%20
1%5D?page=9&_=1591167084516 (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 94	 https://catalogue.danielburen.com/artworks/view/45/You%20are%20invited%20to% 
20read%20this%20as%20a%20guide%20to%20what%20can%20be%20seen%20% 
E2%80%93%20Affichages%20sauvages%20%5BPart%201%5D?_=1591167084515& 
page=9#lg=1&slide=24 (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 95	 http://theworldsbestever.com/blog/2010/01/14/daniel-buren/daniel-buren-1960s-street-art/ 
(accessed May 1, 2022).

	 96	 Photo by Fekner see https://www.instagram.com/p/BRRt7mel1Hk/ (accessed May 1, 2024).
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up old Bleecker Street from the album cover of Freewheelin’ that had Dylan with his 
girlfriend walking down the street in the snow.”97 Similar to Fekner’s early work as a 
whole, Buren’s Bleecker street piece is about seeing art in general, especially in a non-
art environment. Like Fekner’s later series Random Dates and Wall Blood, Buren’s 
stripes stood in a minimalist, conceptual and land art tradition typical of the 1960s 
and 1970s.

Another such influence for Fekner, Richard Artschwager’s so-called “Blps,”98 
appeared for the first time in the same year as Fekner’s Itchycoo Park and Buren’s stripes 
on the streets of Paris: 1968. These elongated minimalist dots originally appeared in 
the indoor gallery space, but left for the streets after a while—again like Buren’s stripes, 
which he originally painted on canvas in 1966. In 1976, Artschwager stenciled a white 
Blps on a brick wall in the art location P.S. 1 [later MOMA P.S. 1].99 Fekner had a 
studio at P.S. 1. In 1978, Fekner organized an early outdoor street art group show that 
featured, among others, Artschwager and four of his stenciled Blps, and another influ-
ence of Fekner’s, conceptual artist and intervention artist Gordon Matta-Clark. The 
latter would not cut stencils in paper,100 but stencil tool-like shapes directly in walls—
in huge size like Fekner would start to do soon as well. Five years after Matta-Clark’s 
early death in 1978, Fekner would stencil a tribute to him at the derelict piers where 
the deceased had cut a large shape into an empty warehouse (Day’s End, 1975).101 In 

	 97	 John Fekner interviewed by Chris Stain and Josh MacPhee, 03.11.2008, https://justseeds.
org/interview-with-john-fekner/ (accessed May 1, 2024); Fekner speaks of the cover photo of 
the LP The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan, published 27.05.1963. the bootleg Dylan record Little 
White Wonder got the title written on the sleeve with simple military stencil letters similar 
to the ones Fekner or punk bands used later. See Bob Dylan–Little White Wonder (LP, 
Unofficial Release). Empire (37)–LP 15701.

	 98	 Russell Howze: Stencil Nation. San Francisco 2008, p. 15.
	 99	 Richard Artschwager–blps, 1976, installation view, PS1, photo: Matthew Septimus, 

https://publicdelivery.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Richard-Artschwager-blps-1976-
installation-view-MoMA-PS1.jpg (accessed May 1, 2024).

	100	 A black and white photo announcement of Anarchitecture, Matta-Clark’s artist group, 
from 1974 showed a piece of table cloth with the group’s name stenciled on it. The group 
made use of large letter stencils similar to the ones Fekner used a few years later. Fekner 
stated he’d been inspired by the Greene Street artists, which Anarchitecture belonged to. 
Fekner interviewed by the author, 21.08.2020, TC: 32min34–32min39.112 Greene Street, 
Anarchitecture, black and white photo announcement, 8 × 10 inches, 1974. Anarchitecture 
was an artists’ group whose members included Laurie Anderson, Tina Girouard, Carol 
Goodden, Suzanne Harris, Jene Highstein, Bernard Kirschenbaun, Richard Landry, 
Richard Nonas, and Gordon Matta-Clark. Photo and info see http://gallery.98bowery.
com/2021/112-greene-street-anarchitecture-gordon-matta-clark-laurie-anderson-richard-
nonas-tina-girouard-among-others-photograph-1974/ (accessed May 1, 2024).

	101	 Something Possible Everywhere: Pier 34 NYC, 1983–84. Exhibition catalog, 205 Hudson 
Gallery, New York 2016, p. 13–21, 33, https://issuu.com/huntercollegeartgalleries/
docs/205_hudson_gallery_2016_pier_34_cat (accessed May 1, 2024). David Wojnarowicz 
had painted and stenciled as well.
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Fekner’s words: “Working within its cavernous raw space, I referenced the history of 
the derelict waterfront with two tributes to Gordon Matta Clark and his ’anarchitec-
ture’ Day’s End project (1975) at Pier 52.”102

A few years after Fekner saw Buren’s Bleecker Street piece, he found inspiration in 
Jasper Johns (*1930),103 who used stencil tools especially in his Numbers,104 Alphabets, 
and his target motif,105 which Johns started in the mid-to-late 1950s and which were 
also influential for stencilists like English punk band Crass.106 Like Buren’s stripes, 
Johns’ neutral readymade (de-)signs were and are “pre-formed, conventional, de-per-
sonalized, factual, exterior elements.”107 They did not require compositional inventions 
for Johns or Buren. Both created images so familiar that they were looked at but not 
truly seen. Photos of Buren’s stripes in urban public spaces are often like a Where�s 
Waldo? picture (“Suchbild” in German). Johns’ Numbers, painted gray on gray, require 
in-person eye contact or extremely high-quality reproductions to be seen. Fekner’s one-
word/phrase stencils instead were mostly obvious: “I reconfigured Jasper Johns’s target 
motif to my own single word poetry. Depending on the chosen location, I would use 
text, symbols or icons within a site-specific outdoor installation. The work existed in 
its own isolation in situ as a target. This allowed the viewer to focus in on the actual 
experience of being at that particular location; whether it was a highway overpass, a 
toxic dump or an abandoned lot.”108 Fekner helped to print one of Johns’ Numbers 
screenprints and had one copy in his bedroom in the 1970s: “That was a big influence 
of course. I just, like I said the whole idea of a target, I just took his target painting and 
moved it outdoors. I wanted my own target in my own space without any other graffiti 
or anything else around it.”109

Johns did not work illegally in public space, but like Robert Indiana three years 
afterwards, he used brass letter and number stencils for his paintings. Like Fekner 
later, both artists used the Roman-style font and industrial-made set of generic stencils 
from any hardware store. For stencil expert Josh MacPhee, Fekner’s road stencils bear 

	102	 John Fekner quoted in the exhibition catalog about the group show “Something Possible 
Everywhere: Pier 34 NYC, 1983–84” at 205 Hudson Gallery NYC, 30.09.–20.11.2016, 
p.33.

	103	 John Fekner interviewed by Lorraine Inzalaco and Leslie Lalehzar, in: Queens Council 
on the Arts (ed.): Queens Artists and Their Studios: A Documentation. New York 1980, 
p. 21–27, here p. 26. Russell Howze: Stencil Nation. San Francisco 2008, p. 15.

	104	 John Fekner interviewed by Chris Stain and Josh MacPhee, 03.11.2008, https://justseeds.
org/interview-with-john-fekner/ (accessed May 1, 2024).

	105	 John Fekner: Artist statement. http://www.johnfekner.com/about.php (accessed May 1, 
2024).

	106	 See chapter 5.1.2.
	107	 Johns quoted in David Sylvester: Jasper Johns Drawings, London 1974, p. 7.
	108	 John Fekner: Artist statement. http://www.johnfekner.com/about.php (accessed May 1, 

2024).
	109	 Fekner interviewed by the author, 21.08.2020.
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similarities with Indiana’s work in particular, although Fekner did not agree. Indiana’s 
earlier stenciled one-word poetry on canvas like Love, Eat, Die, or Grass would shortly 
after Fekner inspire Crass members in London110 and David Wojnarowicz’s stencil 
collaborator Julie Hair in New York.111

Although Fekner repeatedly used stencils like Artschwager, and, like Buren, 
site-specificity and his addition to public space as a tool to see things, Fekner did 
not use abstract shapes like those artists. He also didn’t use “neutral” numbers or 
alphabet letters like Johns did, or simple dates like On Kawara’s Today series, which 
appears related to Fekner’s Random Dates series he did a decade after On Kawara. 
Like Kawara, Hanne Darboven, Joseph Kosuth, or Lawrence Weiner, Fekner’s stencils 
series were mostly dominated by words. Kavara’s and Darboven’s works were not made 
for the public urban space. Weiner’s and Kosuth’s statements sometimes were, but 
were less site-specific, more wordy than Fekner’s few-word road poetry, and sometimes 
more ephemeral (with Kosuth’s paper posters) than Fekner’s spray paint on car wrecks 
or walls of remains of industry. Weiner used stencil fonts on paper as early as 1964.112 
He also sometimes did simple stencils on commissioned gallery walls, for instance in 
Bern in 1983, which looked like stencil graffiti,113 or utilitarian wall signs, for instance 
in Prague in 1996,114 and he has sold stencil tools as editions on several occasions since 
1989.115

All these earlier or contemporary conceptual and minimalist artists made art pre-
dominantly in and for gallery spaces rather than illegally within the public space—even 
Buren, Matta-Clark and Artschwager were not predominantly street artists. Their work 
was seen as political in form but not in content. Fekner’s illegal street work between 
1977 until 1990 (when he stopped116), on the other hand, was predominantly political.

	110	 See chapter 5.1.2.
	111	 Cynthia Carr: Fire in the Belly: the Life and Times of David Wojnarowicz. New York 2012, 

p. 199 [Carr 2012]; see chapter 4.4.3.2.
	112	 Ann Goldstein, Donna De Salvo (eds.): Lawrence Weiner: as far as the eye can see. New 

York 2007, p. 158.
	113	 Ann Goldstein, Donna De Salvo (eds.): Lawrence Weiner: as far as the eye can see. New 

York 2007, p. 42.
	114	 Alexander Alberro et al.: Lawrence Weiner. London 1998, p. 36–37.
	115	 Alexander Alberro et al.: Lawrence Weiner. London 1998, p. 86, see also p. 73.
	116	 Fekner was stopped by unmarked Police with pulled guns when he painted over his own 

Wheels Over Indian Trails, one detective said: “It’s a good thing you weren’t a graffiti artist.” 
Fekner interviewed by the author, 21.08.2020.
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4.3.2	 First Street Stencil Series: Random Dates, 1976–78

Fekner is first and foremost known as a political letter stencil artist, although his 
first street stencils in winter 1976/77 were about individual perception and memory 
rather than social or political issues. His first stencil series, the Random Dates (fig. 26), 
contained “dates that did not relate to me. Somebody driving down the street would 
see a date that was on a lamppost, around a bend on a highway or at a stop sign. Per-
haps the date might trigger some memories for the viewer. Maybe their parents were 
married, or it was the month and year they were born.”117 Fekner used “past, present 
and future dates,”118 for instance “May 1922,”119 “Fall 1968,”120 “Fall 1976,”121 or “Fall 
1980”122 on “sites that were alongside highways and roadways.”123 Fekner spray-painted 
his Random Dates stencils in Queens under the pseudonym Gary Hutter, inspired by 
two famous pop musicians at that time, Procol Harum singer Gary Brooker124 and 
Kraftwerk mastermind Ralf Hütter,125 and published his street photos of the Random 
Dates in an artist book in 1978: “Gary Hütter: Random Dates in Queens, N.Y. Stencil 
and Spray Paint.126 Fekner’s pseudonym indicated that song lyrics were an inspiration 
of his. It was also helpful for avoiding prosecution and was not uncommon for concep-
tual-inspired, institutional-critical mail artists at that time, for instance the Canadian 
group General Idea.

	117	 John Fekner interviewed by Chris Stain and Josh MacPhee, 03.11.2008, https://justseeds.
org/interview-with-john-fekner/ (accessed May 1, 2024).

	118	 John Fekner in email conversation with the author, 31.05.2017.
	119	 John Fekner, May 1922, stencil [tool], hand-cut cardboard with spray paint residue by John 

Fekner, 12 × 9 inch [30,48 × 22,86 cm]. Signed in pencil on reverse, http://gallery.98bowery.
com/2017/may-1922-stencil-late-1970s/ (accessed May 1, 2024).

	120	 John Fekner, Fall 1968, stencil [tool], hand-cut cardboard with spray paint residue by John 
Fekner, 12 × 9 inch [30,48 × 22,86 cm]. Signed in pencil on reverse, http://gallery.98bowery.
com/2017/fall-1968-stencil-late-1970s/ (accessed May 1, 2024).

	121	 John Fekner, Fall 1976, photo reproduction in Ulrich Blanché: Blek vs. Banksy. Von Polkes 
Stencilkunst zu Banksys Street Art. In: Artmapp, nr. 15, summer 2017, p. 66, https://issuu.
com/artmappgmbh/docs/artmapp_15_issuu (accessed May 1, 2024).

	122	 John Fekner, Fall 1980, photo reproduction in http://johnfekner.com/feknerArchive/
wp-content/uploads/2011/03/random-049.jpg (accessed May 1, 2024).

	123	 John Fekner interviewed by Chris Stain and Josh MacPhee, 03.11.2008, https://justseeds.
org/interview-with-john-fekner/ (accessed May 1, 2024).

	124	 Fekner interviewed Brooker around 1972 and Brooker got a work by Fekner. Fekner inter-
view by the author, 2021, part 1, TC: 17.39.

	125	 John Fekner in an Instagram conversation with the author, 09.05.2020.
	126	 Gary Hütter [John Fekner]: Random Dates in Queens, N.Y. Stencil and Spray Paint. Self 

published, New York 1978. One copy is in the library of the MoMA, New York.
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Fekner’s journey to the Random Dates road stencils started with canvas works 
and the decaying walls of one particular, already mentioned building: P.S. 1.127 Before 
that, however, the 24-year-old Fekner exhibited white canvases in his first solo show in 
1974. Upon closer inspection, it became obvious that he created Barely Visible Portraits 
based on photos. Like in his later work, Fekner dealt with usually overlooked subjects 
he made visible. Like stencil graffitist Alex Vallauri with his acrobat, the early Fekner 
was also influenced by the pointillist Georges Seurat, creating canvas drawings with 
hundreds of “tiny, minimal repetitious opened circles.” Stencil images are similarly 
made from several single color fields. From those ink drawings, traditionally a tech-
nique executed on paper, to paper molds of found structures, he went on to cardboard 
or brass stencils, a technique often associated with printing. In 1976, he was one of 
the first to get a workspace in the newly opened P.S. 1 Contemporary Art Center in 
his neighborhood of Queens, New York. It was named P.S. 1 (renamed MoMA PS1 in 
2000) because the building had originally been the first public school in Long Island 
City in Queens. “The first stencils I did were indoors, and they were on the chalk 
boards [of P.S. 1, note by the author] […] The first thing I did with stencils, besides 

	127	 John Fekner interviewed by Lorraine Inzalaco and Leslie Lalehzar, in: Queens Council 
on the Arts (ed.): Queens Artists and Their Studios: A Documentation. New York 1980, 
p. 21–27, here p. 25–26.

Fig. 26: Gary Hütter, Fall 1968, Random Dates in Queens, NY, stencil and Spray paint, John Fekner 
1976/78, cardboard stencil, ca. 30 × 23 cm.
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the 10538, was to put the stencils, the Random Dates on the chalkboard, in some of 
the class rooms—just in chalk, very faint, so you could hardly see it, so it would be a 
memory thing again.”128

New York Times critic John Russel would state about Fekner’s stencil works in 
1982: “Fekner is an artist who works not only in New York but with New York.”129 
Fekner started to work not only in but with P.S.1. The Romanesque Revival public 
school building from 1892 was closed in 1963. It was then deserted or used as a ware-
house for more than a dozen years.130 Although already partly renovated when Fekner 
started working there, P.S. 1 became both material and stage for Fekner’s series/instal-
lation Mementoes of a Schoolbuilding (1976/77131): “I used handmade paper pulp 
to cast walls, doors, sewer covers, plumbing fixtures and other architectural elements. 
[…] One cannot escape the building’s presence: due to its enduring a great deal of 
passing time, as well as absorbing the many lives that have walked in its corridors, the 
building not exists like an elderly person who has acutely perceived his experience of 
life. The passage of time has been recorded in and on the structure itself and this con-
stitutes its personality.”132 From his Barely Visible Portraits on canvas, Fekner went on 
to copy building structures using pulp casts and then install them where they would 
go largely unnoticed. Like in his later work, Fekner created art in unusual spaces that 
were not made for art and that were not visible or identifiable as art at first sight. “I let 
the paper pulp react and ’record’ the characteristics of the pieces I had chosen. I then 
installed these “mementoes” throughout P.S. 1 where they have existed for months 
undetected.”133 Fekner went from creating nearly invisible monochrome drawings on 
canvas at the intersection of Pop Art, Photorealism, and Concept Art via photos and 
projector to site-specific paper pulp molds to conceptual (road) stencils. He also cast 
rusty car doors and other fragments of wrecked cars, on which he was already stencil-
ing134—a first step towards stenciling street graffiti.

	128	 John Fekner Interview with the author, 26.08.2020, TC: 3min39-3min42; 4min08–4min30.
	129	 John Russell: Art: ’New Work New York’ at the New Museum. New York Times, 

19.03.1982. p. C24.
	130	 “Long Island City”. New York Magazine. 11.08.1980. p. 24.
	131	 John Fekner interviewed by Lorraine Inzalaco and Leslie Lalehzar, in: Queens Council 

on the Arts (ed.): Queens Artists and Their Studios: A Documentation. New York 1980, 
p. 21–27, here p. 21.

	132	 John Fekner: The Wall Blood Series, http://johnfekner.com/feknerArchive/?p=1001 (accessed 
May 1, 2024).

	133	 John Fekner: The Wall Blood Series, http://johnfekner.com/feknerArchive/?p=1001 (accessed 
May 1, 2024).

	134	 John Fekner, Wall Blood Series, 1976–77, https://www.flickr.com/photos/johnfekner/ 
5044545737/in/album-72157625080618636/; https://www.flickr.com/photos/johnfekner/ 
5044545953/in/album-72157625080618636/; https://www.flickr.com/photos/johnfekner/ 
5045167156/in/album-72157625080618636/ (all accessed May 1, 2024).
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Color played a role in none of these early Fekner works. Instead, repetition and 
memory were important. Whether made using photo projector, cast mold, or stencil, 
all were created by copying an image that existed previously, and the sites always related 
to the motifs they were “supporting.” His white canvases remained nearly white, the 
paper molds from P.S. 1 went “undetected” in P.S. 1 like chameleons, and the road 
stencils looked just like normal official road signature stencils used on locations like 
that. The Random Dates also appeared official at first glance; only their message was 
unusual and hinted to an art context. His stencils looked “pretty straight forward. I 
wanted it to look like it was an official company or part of the government or it just 
had a stamp. It was like when you submit a paper and you go for a driver’s license and 
you fail, they would stamp it with the word ’REJECT’. So, I wanted that look. […] It 
was like I was stamping the environment with ’something is wrong here.’”135

4.3.3	 Urban Decay Series, 1978–83

The Random Dates were not fully site-specific yet, but the works of Fekner’s later 
DECAY stencil series were in situ “Warning Signs” (as Fekner called them)136 on the 
current state and history of the objects the stencils were on. In one early photo, named 
after the Old Westbury area in the State New York, Fekner combined one of his paper 
pulp objects, a car door leaning on a car wreck with Rust Decay 1980137 stenciled on. 
This Rust Decay series was a combination of his new Urban Decay series along with 
the Random Dates (1980) and the Wall Blood series, which were an umbrella category 
for the already mentioned sub-series Mementoes of a School Building, which contin-
ued outdoors as Rust Decay until 1981.

The first word that Fekner stenciled outdoors after the Random Dates was 
DECAY, which he first stenciled on car wrecks:138 “So ’Decay’ was really the first word 
we were using. I thought the main thrust of this piece should be directed at cars, 
things that reflected our society; very similar to what some of the Pop [Art, note by the 
author] people felt and also the photo-realists.”139

	135	 John Fekner Interview with the author, 26.08.2020.
	136	 John Fekner: Car, Trucks and Buses Decay, http://johnfekner.com/industria.php (accessed 

May 1, 2024).
	137	 John Fekner: John Fekner’s Top 50 Clunkers, http://johnfekner.com/feknerArchive/ 

?p=438#more-438; detail http://3.bp.blogspot.com/_wRLES0t5bfc/Sn2qxjBZWqI/
AAAAAAAABE8/fQSxg8IXdWw/s400/rustoldwestbury.jpg (all accessed May 1, 2024).

	138	 John Fekner interviewed by Lorraine Inzalaco and Leslie Lalehzar, in: Queens Council 
on the Arts (ed.): Queens Artists and Their Studios: A Documentation. New York 1980, 
p. 21–27, here p. 26.

	139	 John Fekner interviewed by Lorraine Inzalaco and Leslie Lalehzar, in: Queens Council 
on the Arts (ed.): Queens Artists and Their Studios: A Documentation. New York 1980, 
p. 21–27, here p. 26.
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Urban Decay contained huge black or white stencils on abandoned buildings and 
vehicles in public space: “the main thing about my work was that it was big, I mean 
always large, and people took notice of that.”140 Fekner “wanted it to just be separate 
from everything else that was around it, around at that time.” He “tried to pick isolated 
spots and the reason […] is because I wanted it to be a single thing to focus on.”141 
Instead of placing his works in Manhattan, he displayed them mostly on the outskirts, 
where they would stand out. Fekner “thought that the easiest way to do it would be 
with two fonts, the Roman font and the LCD liquid crystal display. The LCD lettering 
which is more like from a digital world. […] Something old, military, something old 
America and not we are going into new material, new technology. Let me use a new 
font. So, I used those two fonts.”142

Fekner mostly stenciled huge Roman font uppercase letters of the word DECAY, 
sometimes smaller DECAY stencils up to four times on the same object, sometimes 
the onomatopoeic short form of decay “DK,” similar to Crass’ ANOK [speak: anarchy] 
(fig. 36), variations like DECAY ABANDONED, GROWTH DECAY, DECAY RUST 
WINS, RUST DECAY, VISUAL DECAY, or related phrases like TRANSFERRED 
URBAN PROBLEMS (on coach wrecks) VISUAL POLLUTION, ATTACK OF 
THE TOXIC TANKS, or simply an icon for nuclear pollution. Other related phrases 
on wrecks and ruins framed those objects as seen from a distance, for instance by 
aliens (YOUR SPACE HAS BEEN INVADED, hinting, as mentioned, at the arcade 
game Space Invader newly released in 1978) or from a long historical distance as 
kind of museum artifacts of a long-gone era: THE VANISHING RACE, PETRI-
FIED EXTINCTION, THE GASOLINE ERA, INDUSTRIAL FOSSIL, GENU-
INE [USA] SKYLAB [DEBRIS], SAMPLE or AMERICA [1878 1978].143 Fekner saw 
them as “’targets’ and ’warning signs’ to inform the public and local politicians.”144

Fekner chose a Roman font as “it seems like the easiest go-to tool was a stencil 
for anybody, whether they were designing a record album in the ’50s or in the ’60s, it 
was the easiest and most accessible font. It was always legible and clear and there was 
never a mistake about how it was perceived and this goes to truck lettering, to lettering 
on buildings. It was timeless. I liked it because of the Roman numerals and […] I did 
study Latin, so there was always that type of font. And the way that it looked was kind 
of imposing and dramatic and also informative and also pleasing to the eye. I mean yes, 

	140	 John Fekner Interview with the author, 26.08.2020
	141	 John Fekner Interview with the author, 26.08.2020.
	142	 John Fekner Interview with the author, 26.08.2020.
	143	 For photos see https://www.flickr.com/photos/johnfekner/albums/72157624919505271; 

http://johnfekner.com/feknerArchive/?p=438; http://johnfekner.com/feknerArchive/ 
?p=1190; https://www.instagram.com/p/Bj5Xgp7FSGV/ (all accessed May 1, 2024).

	144	 John Fekner interviewed by Sean Corcoran: A Conversation with John Fekner, 31.01.2016. 
In: Luca Ciancabilla, Christian Omodeo (ed.): Street Art. Banksy & Co. L’Arte Allo Stato 
Urbano. Bologna 2016, p. 125.
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it might seem kind of hard, but some fonts from Memento mori through the years and 
centuries, I mean if you see this stencil it looks kind of like an announcement. It really 
feels like it’s a proclamation. That’s how I used it […].”145

The most widely known works from the Urban Decay series are the so-called 
Charlotte Street stencils, painted in late July/early August 1980 in New York’s South 
Bronx. Fekner stenciled DECAY, BROKEN PROMISES, FALSAS PROMESAS, 
BROKEN TREATIES, LAST HOPE and SAVE OUR SCHOOL in large capital let-
ters on residential buildings that had been abandoned and decaying since 1960. A large 
DECAY stencil formed the background for a press conference American presidential 
candidate Ronald Reagan gave on August 5, 1980, documented on national TV and in 
print press.146 Reagan promised he would do something against the decay of Charlotte 
Street, just as his predecessor Jimmy Carter did at the same spot in October 1977.147 As 
in the case of Fekner’s early work ITCHYCOO PARK, LAST HOPE, one of his Char-
lotte Street stencils, became part of a community’s memory. The local American foot-
ball team in Gorman Park was later called Itchycoo Chiefs. The only not-abandoned 
building in Charlotte Street, on which Fekner stenciled LAST HOPE, was purchased 
by the residents, renovated and renamed New Hope Plaza in 1983.148

4.3.4	 In the Future—Fekner’s Pictorial Stencils (since 1979)

The majority of Fekner’s stencils were text, not images. In the late 1970s, how-
ever, Fekner and two helpers also stenciled icons: “So we decided to do those projects 
late at night in these industrial areas that were highly secure, by private patrols and 
guards. They were projects that were being done for the truckers and people always on 
the move. People involved with transport. They were the only ones going into those 
areas to deliver refined oil or cardboard boxes or whatever. The main point was to give 
them certain identifications of the area and to also put some mystery into it. We were 
using industrial symbols; ’hazard,’ ’asbestos,’ ’foreign carbons,’ ’PHV.’ Things that are 
harmful to the environment and in turn to the individual.”149 Starting in 1981, Fekner 

	145	 John Fekner Interview with the author, 26.08.2020.
	146	 New York Times: Reagan, in South Bronx, Says Carter Broke Vow; Raises Voice Above 

Chants. 06.08.1980, Section A, p 16; John Fekner: Charlotte Street, South Bronx, NY 
August 1980, http://johnfekner.com/feknerArchive/?p=72 (accessed May 1, 2024).

	147	 Richard Plunz: A History of Housing in New York City. New York 2016, p. 334.
	148	 John Fekner: Charlotte Street, South Bronx, NY August 1980, http://johnfekner.com/

feknerArchive/?p=72 (accessed May 1, 2024).
	149	 John Fekner interviewed by Lorraine Inzalaco and Leslie Lalehzar, in: Queens Council 

on the Arts (ed.): Queens Artists and Their Studios: A Documentation. New York 1980, 
p. 21–27, here p. 24.
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4.4	 David Wojnarowicz, Urban guerrilla Stencil Artist

David Wojnarowicz emerged as an artist with the so-called East Village art scene 
from 1982 onwards.157 In the following chapter I deal with his beginnings as a street 
artist in New York. Wojnarowicz’s way to street stencils started with literature via 
Xerox-related techniques and collage in the late 1970s and early 1980s. Some of his 
illegal street stencils acted as his business card, allowing him to enter gallery shows 
where he continued to use stencils for a while.

	157	 Marc H. Miller: “I’d date the East Village art scene as beginning in 1982.” Miss Rosen: 
Marc H. Miller and Barry Blinderman reflect on the Village of the ’70s and ’80s, when 
Reaganomics inspired Keith Haring to stick it to the man. Document journal, 25.09.2019, 
https://www.documentjournal.com/2019/09/the-explosive-rise-and-inevitable-downfall-of-
the-east-village-art-scene/ (accessed May 1, 2024).

Fig. 28: John Fekner, 1600 MATINECOCK INDIANS 1979 , first large scale stencil, on top of a few 
out of service abandoned train cars, train yard, Flushing, NY, 1979. Source: John Fekner on Instagram, 
10.09.2020, https://www.instagram.com/p/CE9_1IhFZ_o/ (accessed May 1, 2024).
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4.4.1	 Inspired by Ernest Pignon-Ernest? Rimbaud in New York, 
1978–79

Wojnarowicz’s first step into visual art and towards stencils was his photo series 
“Rimbaud in New York, 1978–79.” Pignon-Ernest’s Rimbaud posters from 1978158 
(fig.  14) seem to have been the direct predecessor of Wojnarowicz’s series. Like 
Pignon-Ernest in Paris and Crass co-founder Penny Rimbaud,159 Wojnarowicz greatly 
identified with French poet Arthur Rimbaud. A decade after Wojnarowicz’s photo 
series, Maisenbacher published his Rimbaud calendar,160 which features the works of 
more than a dozen pochoirists and other street artists dealing with Rimbaud, most of 
them using stencil adaptations of his iconic photo portrait by Étienne Carjat from late 
1871,161 which Pignon-Ernest and Wojnarowicz also used before.

Neither Wojnarowicz’s photo series “Rimbaud in New York, 1978–79” not 
Pignon-Ernest’s Rimbaud screen prints actually made use of stencils. Pignon-Ernest, 
however, abandoned stencils in 1971 for the screen-printing technique, printed 2000 
Rimbaud posters in 1978, and Wojnarowicz started with a Rimbaud mask that was 
made by using a copy technique that looked like a screen print (but was actually a 
Xerox machine-like technique called photostat),162 before he went on to use stencils.

Although Wojnarowicz’s Rimbaud series is usually dated “1978–79,”163 this date 
seems to be just part of the title and not historical fact, as he didn’t start taking the 
photos until his return to New York in June 1979.164 Before this series, he had been 
in France, Rimbaud’s home country, since September 1978.165 In his words: “1979. 

	158	 See chapter 1.2.
	159	 See chapter 5.1.2.
	160	 Christoph Maisenbacher: Rimbaud Kalender ’90. Moers 1989.
	161	 Dane Maximov: How Arthur Rimbaud became the blueprint for outsider teen fashion, 

Document Journal, 28.03.2019, https://www.documentjournal.com/2019/03/how-arthur-
rimbaud-became-the-blueprint-for-teen-rebel-fashion/ (accessed May 1, 2024).

	162	 “Wojnarowicz learned how to use a commercial Photostat machine at a short-lived summer 
job at an ad agency in 1979, and he used the machine at the agency to create Rimbaud 
masks for Arthur Rimbaud in New York (1978–1979).” Cynthia Carr: Fire in the Belly: The 
Life and Times of David Wojnarowicz. London 2012, p. 133; “The Photostat machine cam-
era photographs the desired image (a document, another photograph, or a collaged layout) 
directly onto sensitized paper, without using film. This produces a paper negative that is then 
re-photographed onto the same type of sensitized paper in order to produce a positive print 
in as many copies as desired. Photostat was an early form of document reproduction that 
largely went out office use by the 1950s. The Photostat process continued to be used, how-
ever, by graphic design industry that needed to create large print copies of irregular layouts 
of image and text.” https://cs.nyu.edu/ArtistArchives/KnowledgeBase/index.php?title=One_
Day_This_Kid (accessed May 1, 2024).

	163	 David Breslin, David Kiehl (ed.): History Keeps me Awake at Night. Exhibition catalog, 
Whitney Museum of American Art. New York 2018, p. 114–128.

	164	 David Breslin, David Kiehl and Cynthia Carr in Breslin, Kiehl 2018, p. 114, 304.
	165	 Cynthia Carr in Breslin, Kiehl 2018, p. 304.
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[…] Also began a photographic series entitled: Arthur Rimbaud In New York playing 
with ideas of compression of ’historical time and activity’ and fusing the French poet’s 
identity with modern New York urban activities mostly illegal in nature.”166 Although 
Wojnarowicz pointed rather to general “urban activities” in his time, he also saw the 
similarities between himself and Rimbaud. Both queer, born exactly 100 years apart, 
both writers at an early age, both runaway teenagers from broken homes, “deserted by 
their fathers, unhappy with their mothers. […] Both were impoverished and unwilling 
to live by the rules.”167

Before the Rimbaud series, Wojnarowicz was on his way to becoming a writer. 
In the early 1970s, he became enamored with William Burroughs, Jean Genet, and 
Rimbaud,168 whom he would portrait in collages soon afterwards. According to his 
biographer Carr, it was in Paris where Wojnarowicz found his voice as a writer.169 
For someone interested in street culture and in Rimbaud, and someone with a lot of 
time to wander around in the city of Paris, it seems odd that Wojnarowicz wouldn’t 
have stumbled upon one of the 2,000 Rimbaud posters Pignon-Ernest put up in the 
streets of Paris in 1978,170 the very year Wojnarowicz arrived there. During the period 
Wojnarowicz was in Paris, Pignon-Ernest’s exhibition in the Museum of Modern Art of 
the City of Paris took place—on the poster was a photo of Pignon-Ernest’s Rimbaud in 
a street context.171 With that in mind I found an undated early photo of Wojnarowicz 
collaborator Brian Butterick presumingly taken by Wojnarowicz in his room.172 On 
the walls a political street poster from France and a part from a Pignon-Ernest Rim-
baud poster on the wall. As Pignon-Ernest put Rimbaud’s famous head on a photo 
of his own body holding a sac there is no doubt this is Pignon-Ernest’s version as the 
hand holding the sac is visible in the photo. I assume Wojnarowicz ripped both wheat 
paste papers off the streets in Paris and maybe inspired Wojnarowicz to do art (with 
Rimbaud) on the street and maybe even using Pignon-Ernest’s version as a photocopy 
template for his Rimbaud mask.

	166	 David Wojnarowicz quoted in David Breslin, David Kiehl (ed.): History Keeps me Awake at 
Night, p. 304.

	167	 Cynthia Carr: Fire in the Belly: The Life and Times of David Wojnarowicz. New York 2012, 
p. 133.

	168	 Breslin, Kiehl 2018, p. 114.
	169	 Cynthia Carr in Breslin, Kiehl 2018, p. 304.
	170	 See chapter 1.2.
	171	 See also the invitation card Ernest Pignon Ernest. Interventions images. ARC Paris. Musée 

D’Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris 20.03.–22.04.1979. Wojnarowicz went back to New 
York in June.

	172	 The photo is part of Wojnarowicz’ estate, scanned contact photo sheets of photos taken by 
him. See David Wojnarowicz Papers MSS.092, envelope 38: John Hall, early shots, Brian 
B: undated, photo 2 on scan 6, https://sites.dlib.nyu.edu/viewer/photos/fales_mss092_
cuid21647/6 (accessed May 1, 2024).
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The ideas behind the Rimbaud works of both artists are strikingly similar. Both 
bring Rimbaud to their era, the late 1970s. Both place Rimbaud’s face in a then-con-
temporary urban context. Pignon-Ernest symbolically retraced the steps of the 
real Rimbaud on his way from his hometown Charlesville to Paris (fig.  14), while 
Wojnarowicz transferred Rimbaud’s autobiographical writings to New York, answer-
ing the question what would Rimbaud, in his time also a young queer writer like 
Wojnarowicz, do after his arrival in New York? Wojnarowicz blended his own biogra-
phy as a young queer writer who made a trip to Paris in 1978 with a fictional journey of 
his alter ego Rimbaud arriving in New York—an exchange project.173 It is unclear how 
many Rimbaud photos Wojnarowicz took. Four were published in SoHo News in June 
1980,174 and 16 in the magazine Little Caesar in December of the same year,175 with 
two of the photos appearing in both. In 1990, Wojnarowicz printed a small portfolio 
of 25 images for the exhibition “In The Garden” at PPOW gallery in New York and in 
2004, posthumously, 44 photos were printed,176 but there were overlaps.

Like Pignon-Ernest’s posters documented in black and white photographs, 
Wojnarowicz’s black and white photo series also has a slight trompe-l’œil effect. “A pho-
tograph is a collage of reality.”177 Both serial works also have a performative character 
in common. The former set painter178 and, in a way, street performer179 Pignon-Ernest 
is here similar to the former street hustler,180 sex performer, and soon-to-be performer 
of poetry181 and “post-punk”182 “art rock”183 music Wojnarowicz, who lets his Rimbaud 
protagonists wear a mask. Although he did not mention any Rimbaud posters in his 
journals, it seems very unlikely that both works happened completely independently of 
each other. Both did street collages featuring their paper Rimbauds.

	173	 “I had Rimbaud come through a vague biographical outline of what my past had been—
the places I had hung out in as a kid, the places I starved in or haunted on some level.” 
Wojnarowicz interviewed by David Hirsch for the New York Native, quoted in Carr 2012.

	174	 Soho News 7 not 38, 18.–24.06.1980.
	175	 Cooper, Dennis, (ed): Little Caesar, not 11. Dec. 1980, p. 156–167.
	176	 https://andrewroth.com/Rimbaud-in-New-York
	177	 Wojnarowicz in Lotringer/Ambrosino 2006, p.163.
	178	 Van Treeck 1993, p. 121.
	179	 Ibid; Pignon Ernest did not photograph his early interventions because he saw them as a 

kind of performance. Ernest Pignon-Ernest in Karen Brunel-Lafargue: L’Art se Rue 2. Paris 
2013, p. 28.

	180	 David Breslin, David Kiehl (ed.): History Keeps me Awake at Night, p. 47.
	181	 For a clip of Wojnarowicz performing poetry on video see Memories That Smell Like Gas-

oline: Reading David Wojnarowicz | Live from the Whitney, Youtube 07.09.2018 (99.28 
Min) TC: 11.48–15.14min., https://youtu.be/xo1-3qb_n7s?t=708

	182	 Haoui Montaug: Press text [1983] for 1984 French reissue of 3 Teens Kill 4 record “No 
Motive“.

	183	 East Village Eye, December 1983.
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Wojnarowicz, who like Pignon-Ernest was a self-educated artist,184 seems to have 
been predestined to use collage and later street stencils. Rimbaud’s face mask, which in 
Wojnarowicz’s series has the appearance of a stencil, is today kept in the Fales Library. 
A close-up scan from 2016 reveals its rather screen print-like grayscale. With the mask, 
Wojnarowicz posted Rimbaud in New York street scenes similar to Pignon-Ernest. 
Wojnarowicz’s performances that happened in minutes were even more ephemeral 
than Pignon-Ernest’s posters, which stayed at least for days or sometimes months, but 
both added something artificial to the public space that was not an artwork in itself. 
The artwork was the whole situation, documented by photo. To use ephemeral street 
stencils thus seemed to be a consequent next step. They also turned the urban public 
space of New York’s east Village streets into a collage, though less ephemeral than the 
mask performances.

4.4.2	 “Punkband Pestering”—From Photocopy to Street 
Stenciling—3 TEENS KILL 4

Amy Scholder stated Wojnarowicz began street stenciling in 1979.185 This assump-
tion might be based on an autobiographical text Wojnarowicz wrote in 1990: “1979 
[…] Started doing stencil work in the streets. Played tape recorder and found sound 
tapes and children’s instruments in a band called 3 TEENS KILL 4-No Motive […]. 
Put out one album under extreme duress and left the band concentrating on images 
and writings.”186 The layout in the publication suggests all of those things happened in 
1979, but other sources clearly prove that Wojnarowicz was using the date to indicate 
the starting point of a period: The original 3 Teens Kill 4 (3TK4) members worked 

	184	 Whitney 2018, p. 68.
	185	 Amy Scholder stated 1979 in her introduction to In the Shadow of the American Dream. 

The Diaries of David Wojnarowicz. New York 1999, p. X.
	186	 David Wojnarowicz: Tongues of Flame. organized by Barry Blinderman. Normal, IL: Illinois 

State University 1990, p. 117–118.
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at a club called Danceteria that opened in May 9, 1980.187 They had their first gig on 
December 2, 1980,188 and Wojnarowicz left the band in late 1982 or early 1983.189

Wojnarowicz told his biographer Carr that he started with paper collage xerox 
posters and fliers he wheat-pasted on walls to advertise 3TK4.190 In September 1980191 
and February 1981, Wojanarowicz was invited by a bus boy colleague at Danceteria, 
the soon-to-be-famous Keith Haring, to participate in three group shows curated by 
Haring in music clubs like the Mudd Club.192 This seems to have been one of the first 
times Wojanarowicz exhibited his works at all. Like the fliers for band nights he created 
at that time, the works he showed there were xerography.193 “The Mudd Club […] was 
the epicenter of the neo-punk no wave scene. Because it was located on White Street, a 
block south of Pearl Paint, Canal Street was common territory for punkband pestering 
and occasional one-off acts of avant-garde street decoration.”194 “Punkband pestering” 
combines the legal “postering” and the illegal DIY punk “pestering,” which was often 
unwanted by the public.

Xerography is made with a xerographic copier, or “Xerox machine,” used pre-
dominantly from 1980 until 2000, before image-editing software and the internet 
took the role of the xerox machine as a quick, cheap, and easy tool to get a message 
across: “xerography democratized print culture by making it convenient and affordable 
for renegade publishers, zinesters, artists, punks, anarchists, queers, feminists, street 
activists, and others to publish their work and to get their messages out on the street. 

	187	 Tim Lawrence interview with Mark Kamins, 2008. http://www.timlawrence.info/mark- 
kamins-interview/; Tim Lawrence: Life and Death on the New York Dance Floor, 
1980–1983. Durham (NC) 2016, the original flier of the opening night (by Dave King) is 
illustrated, stating “opening 9th May“.

	188	 The Soho News, September 26, 1980, p. 29; Jesse Hultberg: “at a club called TR3, in Soho“, 
JD Doyle: Jesse Hultberg Interview [script], Queer Music Heritage [QMH] as part of radio 
show Queer Voices on KPFT, May 2005, http://www.queermusicheritage.com/may2005s.
html, see also Interview with Brian Butterick, 26.11.1981. In: [fanzine] De-Evolutionary 
Times, issue 10, 1982, p. 1–3, http://brianbutterick.org/interview/

	189	 Wojnarowicz: Fuck You Faggot Fucker (2020, directed by Chris McKim, 82.28min.); David 
Wojnarowicz: History Keeps Me Awake at Night. Exhibition at the Whitney Museum, 
July 13–Sept 30, 2018. Section: Album: No Motive, https://whitney.org/exhibitions/
davidWojnarowicz

	190	 Cynthia Carr: Fire in the Belly: The Life and Times of David Wojnarowicz. New York 2012, 
p. 175; see also David Breslin, David Kiehl (ed.): History Keeps me Awake at Night, p. 141.

	191	 Xeroxs [guest curator: Keith Haring], September 15, 1980, Club 57.
	192	 Lower Manhattan Drawing Show, curated by Keith Haring, Mudd Club, New York, 

22.02. –13.03.1981; Erotic Show, curated by Keith Haring, Club 57, 1981. Carr only men-
tioned the two 1981 exhibitions, the 1980 seemed to be unknown to her. Cynthia Carr: Fire 
in the Belly: The Life and Times of David Wojnarowicz. New York 2012, p.172.

	193	 The Keith Haring curated show was called Xerox Art, see flier in the Wojnarowicz Papers, 
Series 1: Journals, Box 1, Folder 15, 1980-81: Aug, Paris/NY, p. 1 [3,5,6].

	194	 Graffiti writer Zephyr [Andrew Witten]: Foreword in J. Edlin (Ed.): Graffiti 365. New York 
2011: Abrams, p. I.
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The xerographic copier adjusted the lived and imagined margins of society […] by 
supporting artistic and political expression and mobilizing subcultural movements.”195 
Xerography has a lot in common with street stenciling. As late as 2002, Banksy stated: 
“Paul Klee said that his painting was like taking a line for a walk, […] Whereas my 
style is like taking a photocopier down a darkened alleyway and roughing it up.”196 In 
its heyday of the 1980s and 1990s, photocopies were the most common method to 
create drafts for stencils apart from hand-drawing. Both stenciling and xerography are 
do-it-yourself techniques to spread a message without institutional or financial support 
and, to a certain extent, without the need to be artistically trained. Wojnarowicz used 
xerography to manipulate, to transfer, to scale and to combine different found images 
that he cut, arranged, and copied.

One of Wojnarowicz’s soon-to-be partners in the crime of street stenciling was Julie 
Hair, who would become his band member in February 1981.197 She met Wojnarowicz 
at the Peppermint Lounge at some point after November 1980 (the date it opened):198 
“Bands would wheat paste posters in the neighborhood to promote upcoming shows. 
We were no different, so we did postering rather than stenciling. Sometimes David or 
the 2 of us would stencil large format posters to be used in store windows.”199 When 
Wojnarowicz realized others had ripped off their xerox 3TK4 advertising posters, he 
went for something (a little) less ephemeral—stencils, spray-painted directly on urban 
surfaces,200 “the stenciling was concurrent with working with the band 3 Teens Kill 4. 
Back then bands would stencil on the streets to advertise shows.”201

	195	 Blurb for Kate Eichhorn: Adjusted Margin. Xerography, Art, and Activism in the Late Twen-
tieth Century. Cambridge MA 2016.

	196	 Banksy quoted in Emma Warren: Need to know. Banksy, graffiti artist. The Observer, 
26.05.2002, accessed 25.10.2023, https://www.theguardian.com/theobserver/2002/may/26/
streetart (accessed May 1, 2024)

	197	 According to Hair her first concert with 3TK4 was at the La Rocka Club. A flyer of that club 
night is dated to Tuesday 24 Feb. [1981]. Julie Hair Interview via email with the author, 
22.05.2020. For the flyer see http://brianbutterick.org/archives/3-teens-kill-4/?_gallery= 
gg-8-46 (accessed May 1, 2024).

	198	 Cynthia Carr: Fire in the Belly: The Life and Times of David Wojnarowicz. New York 2012, 
p. 166–168.

	199	 Julie Hair Interview via email with the author, 22.05.2020.
	200	 Wojnarowicz interviewed by Matthew Rose: DAVID Wojnarowicz: AN INTERVIEW, Arts 

Magazine May 1988, p. 3; http://homepages.neiu.edu/~wbsieger/Art201/201Read/201-
Wojnarowicz.pdf (accessed May 1, 2024); Cynthia Carr: Fire in the Belly: The Life and 
Times of David Wojnarowicz. New York 2012, p. 175; see also David Breslin, David Kiehl 
(ed.): History Keeps me Awake at Night, p. 141.

	201	 Carlo McCormick interviewed by Sylvere Lotringer: David Wojnarowicz. A Definitive His-
tory of Five or Six Years on the Lower East Side. New York 2006, p. 11.



Stencil Graffiti Pioneers in the Americas 187

Hair had already stenciled on the floor of her apartment and Wojnarowicz fre-
quently visited her as she had space to work and supplies.202 She showed him stencils, 
as he recalled: “Julie Hair had a box of international symbols in stencil form. I thought, 
Oh, we should do stencils that they forgot, such as burning houses. You know, images 
of resistance or violence. They never make international symbols like that, so let’s 
develop the burning house, a falling man, the target-face person, and little soldiers.”203

4.4.3	 (Punk) Stencil Graffiti in NYC before Wojnarowicz

Hair did not recall other bands that stenciled their band announcements at that 
time in Manhattan,204 but she admitted they were not the only ones stenciling, “people 
had been stenciling in New York for years.”205 Wojnarowicz could have seen punk sten-
cils. In 2008, Street Art researcher Javier Abarca linked two photos206 with early stencils 
by English anarcho-punk band Crass in an article about punk stencils.207 These photos 
were taken in CBGB, the famous punk club in Manhattan’s East Village as [David] 
Godlis, one of the two photographers, confirmed.208 In both photos, a stencil of the 
Crass logo209 is visible on the toilet walls. When asked about Crass, Hair answered that 
she met Crass logo designer Dave King in New York around the same time she met 
Wojnarowicz, but she was not aware of the Crass stencils. She pointed to the fact that 
King was also the designer of the logo for Danceteria,210 the club Wojnarowicz worked 
at and where he met two of his band members. If the stencils were not painted by 

	202	 Julie Hair interviewed by Cynthia Carr: Fire in the Belly: The Life and Times of David 
Wojnarowicz. New York 2012, p. 175.

	203	 Wojnarowicz quoted by Cynthia Carr: Fire in the Belly: The Life and Times of David 
Wojnarowicz. New York 2012, p. 175.

	204	 Julie Hair Interview via email with the author, 22.05.2020. Jane Bauman did a stenciled 
flyer/poster for a gig of punk band The Offs at the Pyramid club later, around 1983. Illus-
trated here: https://clampart.com/2020/09/empty-stencils-the-street-art-of-jane-bauman- 
david-Wojnarowicz-and-artists-from-civilian-warfare-gallery/#77

	205	 Hair interviewed in Lotringer/Ambrosino 2006, p. 20.
	206	 http://i192.photobucket.com/albums/z149/pengy1966/img923.jpg; http://i192.photobucket.

com/albums/z149/pengy1966/img924.jpg
	207	 Urbanario [Javier Abarca], 22.10.2008, https://urbanario.es/en/articulo/punk-graffiti- 

stencils-and-tags-since-1977/ See also chapter 5.1. about Crass stencils.
	208	 Godlis in Instagram conversation with the author, 08.09.2020; Javier Abraca: Punk graf-

fiti: stencils and tags since 1977. Urbanario, 22.10.2008, https://urbanario.es/en/articulo/
punk-graffiti-stencils-and-tags-since-1977/

	209	 See also chapter 5.1. about Crass stencils.
	210	 Julie Hair Interview via email with the author, 22.05.2020. For an illustration of the first 

version of the Danceteria logo by King see Tim Lawrence: Life and Death on the New York 
Dance Floor, 1980–1983. Durham (NC) 2016, unpaged, chapter I.3.
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Crass fans, King, who moved to New York in 1977,211 could have been the one who 
stenciled the Crass logo at CBGB, but it could have been Crass member Gee Vaucher, 
who worked in Manhattan as a political illustrator for the New York Times and New 
York Magazine until 1978.212

When asked about the stencil in CBGB in 2020, Vaucher stated she would assume 
the stencil was done by others a few years later (when Crass was more known), but she 
was not sure and it could be possible she painted it there and forgot it.213 Crass played 
five gigs in New York in June/July 1978,214 not at CBGB, though band members could 
have gone there. Abarca’s dating of the photos to 1977 seems to be too early, as the Blitz 
benefit t-shirt the punk Cheetah Chrome wears in the photo by Stephanie Chernikowski 
dates from May 4, 1978.215 In this photo, another yet unidentified punk stencil is visible 
besides the sink, a triangle with a circle.

Like in Cologne,216 London,217 Warsaw, Lodz,218 and Paris,219 the artists that 
made street stencils in New York around 1980 were connected to punk music as 
well. Although Wojnarowicz knew King’s Danceteria logo as well as Hair and King 
themselves, Hair stated she wasn’t sure that Crass’ street stenciling was something 
Wojnarowicz knew at that time.220 As Vaucher recalled, street stencils advertising gigs 
were common in the Lower East Side before 1978.221 Punk fly posters and freehand 
marker punk graffiti, however, were a lot more common than stencils, as Marc H. 
Miller pointed out, for instance.222

	211	 Sam Lefebvre: Not Just Another Cheap Logo: The Story of Crass and David King. 
COS [Consequence Of Sound] 12.09.2013, https://consequenceofsound.net/aux-out/
not-just-another-cheap-logo-the-story-of-crass-and-david-king/2/

	212	 Gee Vaucher in an email interview with the author, 25.08.2020; Russell Howze: Stencil 
Nation. San Francisco 2008, p. 16; Emily Mackay: Gee Vaucher: ’Anarchists wasn’t 
a title we gave ourselves’. The Guardian 19.07.2014, https://www.theguardian.com/
culture/2014/jul/19/gee-vaucher-crass-penny-rimbaud; Skye Sherwin: Gee Vaucher’s 
Oh America: hip-hop artwork turned anti-Trump meme. The Guardian 13.01.2017 
[corrected 16.01.2017], https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2017/jan/13/
gee-vaucher-oh-america-hip-hop-artwork-turned-anti-trump-meme

	213	 Gee Vaucher in an email interview with the author, 26.08.2020.
	214	 “23/06/78 Polish Club, New York 25/06/78 Rock Bottom, New York 30/06/78 Cuando, 

New York 01/07/78 Cuando, New York 05/07/78 33 Grand, New York“, https://crass.live/
gig-list

	215	 Marc H. Miller in an email interview with the author, 22.01.2021, the t-shirt was designed 
by Arturo Vega: Blitz Benefit, CBGB, May 4,5,6,7, 1978, Silkscreen T-Shirt, 1978, http://
gallery.98bowery.com/2018/arturo-vega-blitz-benefit-cbgb-silkscreen-t-shirt-1978/

	216	 See chapter 4.
	217	 See chapter 5.1.
	218	 See chapter 2.2.
	219	 See chapter 1.3.1.
	220	 Julie Hair in an email interview with the author, 22.05.2020.
	221	 Gee Vaucher in an email interview with the author, 26.08.2020.
	222	 Marc H. Miller in an email interview with the author, 22.01.2021.
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Like Carr,223 Darms/O’Neill stated, Wojnarowicz started stenciling in early 
1981.224 In a November 1981 interview, 3TK4 member and former Wojnarowicz 
lover Brian Butterick stated that 3TK4 had a “stamp” of the band’s name and “we 
stamp it all over the place” for publicity reasons.225 It is very likely that Butterick was 
talking about street stenciling. Butterick spoke of “we” and that they stamp their name. 
So 3TK4 stenciling seems to have been a collective activity at the start and not done by 
Wojnarowicz alone as implied by Carr or Breslin/Kiehl.226

Keith Haring, who worked with Wojnarowicz at Danceteria as mentioned, cut at 
least one street stencil in 1980 (see graph 8), called “Clones Go Home”227 Retrospec-
tively, Haring saw his use of a street stencil as the next step towards his main work as a 
street artist: his subway drawings. “Clones go Home” is reminiscent of famous politi-
cal post-WWII graffiti such as “Ami go home!” with “Ami” referring to the American 
military presence in Europe. Haring criticized the perceived gentrification of the East 
Village by West Village gays that looked, in his opinion, like “clones” of one another. 
In orange DayGlo paint, he stenciled at every entrance to the East Village and signed 
the stencil with “FAFH” for “Fags against facial hair.”228 in Haring retrospectives the 
street stencil tool is exhibited regularely, a black and white photo of it on site seems not 
to be known much.229

Haring was doing tongue-in-cheek political activism here. His clearly legible 
stencil font is reminiscent of John Fekner’s pieces, who (as mentioned) had already 
started stencil graffiti similar in form in 1976. According to Hair, Wojnarowicz was 
aware of Fekner’s stencils,230 and he collaborated with Fekner later as well. A photo 
(circa 1979) from Wojnarowicz’s archive documented a Fekner “Post no Dreams” 

	223	 Cynthia Carr: Fire in the Belly: The Life and Times of David Wojnarowicz. New York 2012, 
p. 176.

	224	 “In early 1981, David began stenciling graffiti […].” Lisa Darms, David O’Neill (ed.): 
Weight of the Earth. The Tape Journals of David Wojnarowicz. 2018, p. 18.

	225	 Interview with Brian Butterick, 26.11.1981. In: [fanzine] De-Evolutionary Times, issue 10, 
1982, p. 4. http://brianbutterick.org/interview/

	226	 Cynthia Carr: Fire in the Belly: The Life and Times of David Wojnarowicz. New York 2012, 
p. 175; see also David Breslin, David Kiehl (ed.): History Keeps me Awake at Night, p. 141.

	227	 Keith Haring in John Gruen: Keith Haring. Die autorisierte Biographie. Munich 1991, 
p. 64.

	228	 Steven Hager: Art After Midnight : The East Village Scene. New York 1986, p. 75–79; 
Cynthia Carr: Fire in the Belly: The Life and Times of David Wojnarowicz. New York 2012, 
p. 166.

	229	 Keith Haring, Clones go Home, Astor Place. Circa 1980. Two bw photos by Peter Bennett, 
https://www.facebook.com/photo/?fbid=10159722991407424&set=gm.5015276425245276
&idorvanity=140920042680963 and https://www.instagram.com/p/C3QUhCrO8fN/

	230	 Julie Hair mentioned Fekner as answer to my question “Were there other stencils in Man-
hattan you remember from your first years in New York City?” And she affirmed when I 
asked “Did you and David at that time know of street stencils by John Fekner?”
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stencil,231 shown in the 2020 Wojnarowicz documentary by Chris McKim when 
introducing Wojnarowicz street stencil beginnings, but without mentioning Fekner. 
Wojnarowicz photographed another Fekner stencil on a car wreck, THE VANISHING 
RACE later.232

It’s possible that Wojnarowicz also saw other early street art stencils (that weren’t 
primarily adverts for bands), like those of political activist/artist Anton van Dalen 
(*1938), who started stenciling in New York in 1976,233 but mostly on posters,234 or 
those of Eric Drooker (*1958), later famous as a graphic novelist, who like Wojnarowicz 
stenciled images instead of words in New York’s SoHo in 1979.235 In 1979, Henry Flint 
documented Drooker’s little purple stencil of the silhouette of a man with an umbrella, 
in several instances next to SAMO© tags,236 which was originally a project of Jean-
Michel Basquiat and Albert Diaz. In a few cases, SAMO© crossed out the umbrella 
man stencil. When confronted by Drooker later, Basquiat stated: “I cross out words 
so you will see them more: the fact that they are obscured makes you want to read 
them.”237

Wojnarowicz mentioned he saw and liked Basquiat’s graffiti and the works of 
Keith Haring at the time;238 it’s possible he also saw Drooker’s umbrella man stencil.

	231	 Wojnarowicz: Fuck You Faggot Fucker (2020, directed by Chris McKim, 82.28min.), TC: 
22.31 min. The untrimmed photo can be seen in Wojnarowicz estate at Fales Library, David 
Wojnarowicz Papers MSS.092, envelope 14: Pier graffiti: undated, https://sites.dlib.nyu.edu/
viewer/photos/fales_mss092_cuid21623/6

	232	 David Wojnarowicz Papers MSS.092, envelope 15: Paris/Lou’s: undated, last photo on 
scan 6, https://hdl.handle.net/2333.1/d7wm3hb3; https://sites.dlib.nyu.edu/viewer/photos/
fales_mss092_cuid21686/5

	233	 Anton van Dalen, “Artists Unite To Serve The People,” text stencil tool, 1976. Van Dalen 
called this his “earliest street stencil“. Illustrated on http://www.antonvandalen.com/street_
art.html

	234	 Marc H. Miller interviewed by the author, 21.01.21.
	235	 David Robinson: Soho Walls. Beyond Graffiti. New York 1990, p. 12, 48–49.
	236	 See http://www.henryflynt.org/overviews/artwork_images/samo/5.jpg; http://www.

henryflynt.org/overviews/artwork_images/samo/7.jpg; http://www.henryflynt.org/overviews/
artwork_images/samo/15.jpg; http://www.henryflynt.org/overviews/artwork_images/
samo/36.jpg 

	237	 Eric Drooker: My very first street art. Facebook post, 15 December 2018. Accessed 19 Feb-
ruary, 2021. https://www.facebook.com/eric.drooker/posts/10156982085653336

	238	 Cynthia Carr: Fire in the Belly: The Life and Times of David Wojnarowicz. New York 2012, 
p. 175–176.
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4.4.4	 Urban Guerrilla Stencils: The Influence of Central American 
Resistance Stencils

In his stencil graffiti period, Wojnarowicz basically told the same visual story, 
with variations, from August 1981 on the 3 Teens Kill 4 poster for their show at the 
club Youthanasia until his first solo show at 411 Public Illumination Gallery in June 
1982. Each time, it’s a similar war scene of airplanes targeting, firing on, or drop-
ping bombs on men and buildings. The single-stencil components of this war scene (a 
burning house, a bomber plane, a victim, an aggressor/soldier) continued to develop 
until Wojnarowicz was, presumably, content with them. At some point, he stopped 
changing them at least.

With these war scenes, Wojnarowicz created urban “guerrilla art”,239 or in 
Wojnarowicz’s words, “images of resistance or violence”240—vocabulary, like the word 
“guerrilla,” that was not atypical for his time. In 1978, Wojnarowicz wrote about guer-
rillas and glued photos of mummed guerrillas with guns in his Paris journal.241 Accord-
ing to Carlo McCormick, Wojnarowicz “was coming out of the punk sensibility versus 
the hippie one: it wasn’t the collective, but more like a group of fellow transgressors. I 
think that’s why he enjoyed collaborations so much. And going back to guerrilla art, 
it was necessary. You couldn’t do a vandalism piece unless you had somebody as the 
lookout.”242 Wojnarowicz explicitly pointed out the connection between his guerrilla 
art actions with Julie Hair and guerrilla wars against US policy: “We were also going 
to set up firing squads inside of Macy’s, as a reminder of the dictatorship exported 
by the U.S. government. We liked the idea of spontaneity, and unexpected gestures, 
the idea of people coming from different places by different means of transportation, 
creating something, and then disappearing.”243 Carr stated similarly: “Political art at 
the time often focused on American support for repressive regimes in Latin America. 
David began applying his political yet enigmatic non-advertisements to downtown 
walls in 1981. He liked going to SoHo and spraying war imagery on gallery doors—an 
art guerrilla leaving a trail of El Salvador for those wafting towards the Schnabels.”244

Nicaragua might have been a better comparison than El Salvador, as Wojnarowicz’s 
stencil technique was not unlike the guerrilla usage of stencil graffiti by the Sandinistas, 

	239	 3TK4 fellow band member Julie Hair interviewed in Lotringer/Ambrosino 2006, p. 22.
	240	 Wojnarowicz quoted by Cynthia Carr: Fire in the Belly: The Life and Times of David 

Wojnarowicz. New York 2012, p. 175.
	241	 Cover of Journal “1978: Normandy/Paris“, box 1, folder 8, see also guerrilla collage and text 

above, numbered page 3, same journal volume. Fales Library.
	242	 Carlo McCormick interviewed Lotringer/Ambrosino: David Wojnarowicz. A Definitive 

History of Five or Six Years on the Lower East Side. New York 2006, p. 12.
	243	 Wojnarowicz talked here about actions planned with Julie Hair besides “Hunger”. Quoted 

by Lucy Lippard: Out of the Safety Zone. In Art in America, December 1990, p. 138.
	244	 Cynthia Carr: Fire in the Belly: The Life and Times of David Wojnarowicz. New York 2012, 

p. 176.
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a socialist political party, which was used to protest the Somoza dictatorship in the 
1970s as well as in the 1980s for propaganda purposes.245 Somoza was supported by the 
USA, but was ultimately overthrown by the Sandinistas (the Sandinista National Lib-
eration Front, or FSLN) in July 1979, two years before Wojnarowicz’ stencils. FSLN 
imagery became known in the States at that time. Julie Hair stated also: “Susan Meise-
las’ book Nicaragua, June �����July ���� had just come out and I was a little obsessed 
with using photos from that book.”246 A 3TK4 flier from 1983 actually depicts a guer-
rilla fighter and is based on a photo by Meiselas from 1978.247 Meiselas’ book’s cover 
features a stencil font and a photo of guerrilla fighters from the FSLN, who named 
themselves after Augusto C. Sandino (1895–1934), a Nicaraguan revolutionary who 
fought against the United States occupation of Nicaragua and who was assassinated by 
the National Guard of the first Somoza dictator. In the 1970s and ’80s, the Sandinistas 
used stencils of his portrait with a cowboy hat, or just the hat, or other related motifs 
as signs of resistance and later propaganda.248 Frey pointed to the fact that most Sandi-
nista stencils appeared after the Sandinistas had won. Especially those showing General 
Sandino mostly appeared after the 50th anniversary of his death in 1984, i.e., a few 
years too late to have inspired Wojnarowicz’s stencils. Frey, however, also photographed 
stencils he dated before the revolution.249

The Frente Farabundo Martí para la Liberación Nacional (the Farabundo Martí 
National Liberation Front, known as FMLN) was a similar guerrilla group that formed 
in 1980 in El Salvador. Both FSLN and FMLN are four-letter acronyms that start 
with “F”—they both appear frequently in Central American resistance graffiti and 
might also have been the reason Haring signed his anti-invasion stencil with “FAFH” 
(Fags against facial hair). Wojnarowicz and Haring fought their guerrilla graffiti fight 

	245	 Peter Frey: Zuerst offensiv, dann defensiv: Mauerinschriften in Nicaragua. In: Paolo Bianchi 
(ed.): Graffiti. Wandkunst und wilde Bilder. Basel etc. 1984, p. 144-147.

	246	 Julie Hair Interview via email with the author, 22–05.2020.
	247	 See flier for 3TK4 concert at the Pyramid Club, “Fri 29 July [1983],” http://brianbutterick.

org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/2019-02-08-0004-1.jpg?gid=8 The Maiselas photo is 
called “First day of popular insurrection. Matagalpa, August 26, 1978.” On her website: 
https://www.susanmeiselas.com/images/uploads/MES1981016K024_520p_22.jpg

	248	 In 1981 the US journalist Susan Meiselas published her successful photo book “Nicaragua 
June 1978–July 1979 (New York 1981). The title is stenciled and a wall stencil is shown on 
p. 45. Omar Cabezas, Dora Maria Tellez: La Insurreccion De Las Paredes: Pintas y graffiti de 
Nicaragua. Managua 1984; Jeffrey Skoller: Nicaragua: Hear-Say/See-Here, 1986, 65 Mins., 
16mm, Color, Sound [film stills from Skoller with stencils are illustrated in Josh MacPhee: 
Stencil Pirates. New York 2004, p. 12–13, 168]. See also the illustrated book Sandino in the 
Streets (1991) by Joel C. Sheesley et al. It provides an overview of the variety of Sandinista 
resistance stencils on walls in Nicaragua.

	249	 Peter Frey: Zuerst offensiv, dann defensiv: Mauerinschriften in Nicaragua. In: Paolo Bianchi 
(ed.): Graffiti. Wandkunst und wilde Bilder. Basel etc. 1984, p. 144–147; see also Joel C. 
Sheesley: The Image of Sandino in the Streets. In: Ibid. et al. (eds.): Sandino in the Streets. 
Bloomington/Indianapolis 1991, p. XX–XXV.



194 A Street Art History of Stencils

for recognition by the SoHo art world with similar methods. Haring, however, used 
whimsical humor in his stencil, whereas Wojnarowicz’s stencils were meant to be rather 
serious.250 English punk band The Clash (fig. 39) were, like Haring and Wojnarowicz, 
also influenced by Central American guerrilla movements. The Clash issued their 
album Sandinista! in late 1980. The Clash also refer to the Sandinistas in the lyrics of 
the album’s song “Washington Bullets.”251

Stenciling in Nicaragua and El Salvador during that period was a very dangerous 
act. If caught, it was possible one might be put to death or at least serve a lengthy 
jail sentence. Though New York City of the early 1980s had other social problems, 
Wojnarowicz’s stencil graffiti was not a major crime there. Besides participating in a 
symbolic urban art guerrilla war in New York’s SoHo, Wojnarowicz’s band also supported 
guerrillas in El Salvador in practical ways: “MOBILIZATION FOR SURVIVAL: 
MEDICAL AID TO EL SALVADOR BENEFIT” is written on a 3TK4 flier from 
March 12, 1981.252 The key 3TK4 visual of the flier is again an armed mummed 
guerrilla from the same photo series as on the cover of Wojnarowicz’s journal ����: 
Normandy/Paris.

Central American guerrilla stencil graffiti of the 1970s can be seen in the same 
line as earlier WWII anti-Nazi resistance stencil graffiti,253 but also South African 
anti-apartheid stencils soon afterwards.254 Contrary to their predecessors, later resis-
tance stencils in South Africa and Latin America were not only letter stencil graffiti, 
but often showed images of guns or resistance leader portraits, for instance General 
Sandino, Nelson Mandela,255 or the overall worldwide resistance stencil portrait of Che 
Guevara, who also appeared in Nicaragua for instance.256

	250	 “Silly was not David’s thing.” Jane Bauman in Empty Stencils. The Street Art of Jane Bau-
man, David Wojnarowicz, and Artists from the Civilian Warfare Gallery. New York 2020, 
p. 48.

	251	 See chapter 5.3.2.3.
	252	 3 Teens kill 4–no motive flier for a concert at Club 57, Thurs[day] March, 12, [1981], see 

https://www.facebook.com/DarkEntriesRecords/photos/a.10150158875654992/101570 
68084669992/?type=1&theater

	253	 See chapter 5.2.2.
	254	 Sue Williamson: Resistance Art in South Africa. New York 1990, p. 96–98.
	255	 Sue Williamson: Resistance Art in South Africa. New York 1990, p. 96.
	256	 Omar Cabezas, Dora Maria Tellez: La Insurreccion De Las Paredes: Pintas y graffiti de 

Nicaragua. Managua 1984, p. 67.
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4.4.5	 Wojnarowicz’s Development as a Stencil Artist

Wojnarowicz started with xeroxed collages and photos as posters and fliers. Accord-
ing to his biographer Carr, he then went to street stencils (as mentioned) because the 
posters got ripped off, and then to stencils on posters.257 Regarding the photos and 
posters, I would suggest that he practiced stencils on abandoned cars, walls and, paper 
posters at the same time, at least until his first gallery shows in 1982.

Wojnarowicz’s collection of stencil motifs seems to have developed between four 
datable 3TK4 posters between August 1981 and March 1982. Photos of Wojnarowicz’s 
street stencils usually bear the problem of imprecise dating. In some cases, dates are 
guessed much later by former companions, in some, it’s unclear whether the date refers 
to the time the stencil was cut, attached, or photographed. So, a stylistic analysis of the 
available material is beneficial here.

On the mentioned Youthanasia 3TK4 poster (August 1981), he stenciled “the 
target-face person” over a still clumsy cut “bomber plane” that flew next to the burning 
house, obviously hit by a bomb. Wojnarowicz used overlapping stencils only in his 
(known) indoor works on walls and on portable/sellable supports; , this poster might 
be one of the first examples. This earliest 3TK4 poster can be dated to Friday, August 7, 
1981.258 The poster is most likely the first datable appearance of Wojnarowicz’s signa-
ture burning house stencil, which I will discuss in detail in the next chapter. A photo, 
apparently from the same early period, shows the same Wojnarowicz “target-face per-
son” stencil and the burning house, each doubled and presumably as stencil graffiti 
on a wall.259 In a polaroid apparently sent by Wojnarowicz to his lover Jean Pierre 
Delage dated to “circa 1982,”260 another view of the same NYC wall shows the clumsy 
bomber planes, the falling man, and the US map beside the target-face people and 
burning houses. The bombers alternate with similar-looking doves in similar size and 
same color. It is unclear if all stencils stem from the same time. As some stencils bear 
traces of later posters and graffiti, the polaroid seems to have been taken quite some 

	257	 Cynthia Carr: Fire in the Belly: The Life and Times of David Wojnarowicz. New York 2012, 
p. 175.

	258	 The poster is not in the Fales Library, New York University. It was shown at “The Unflinch-
ing Eye: The Symbols of David Wojnarowicz,” at the Mamdouha Bobst Gallery, 
12.07.–11.10.2018, photo by TheDustyRebel [Daniel Albanese], https://www.facebook.
com/dustyrebel/photos/a.1485406771559072.1073742100.257436427689452/ 
1485407471559002

	259	 Wojnarowicz: Fuck You Faggot Fucker (2020, directed by Chris McKim, 82.28 min.), 
TC: 22.44min.

	260	 David Wojnarowicz, Untitled (stencils), c. 1982, Polaroid, 10.8 × 8.9 cm. Exhibited at the 
show “Dear Jean Pierre: The David Wojnarowicz Correspondence with Jean Pierre Delage, 
1979—1982” at PPOW Gallery, New York, March 25–April 23, 2022; https://www.artsy.
net/artwork/david-Wojnarowicz-untitled-stencils; https://d32dm0rphc51dk.cloudfront.net/
R3KRoorQcw4Mdoy9f4j7Dw/normalized.jpg
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time after the stencils were spray-painted. I date the earliest stencils on this photo to 
1981, but the photo to 1982. Wojnarowicz stenciled another very small version of the 
target-face person pierced with Saint Sebastian-like arrows on a window at Pier 34,261 
a cruising spot for homosexuals at that time. The stencil integrated the window’s view 
of the Hudson River.

During their 3TK4 concert at Youthanasia, Hair and Wojnarowicz did live sten-
ciling/spray-painting on a shower curtain they used as a stage backdrop,262 a few weeks 
before graffiti writer Futura2000 did the same for The Clash in a more prominent 
context, during their Radio Clash tour that started in Paris on September 23, 1981.263 
The pochoirist Jef Aerosol saw Futura’s live spraying during that tour and was inspired 
for his own stencils.264 Like Wojnarowicz in the US, at about the same time, Aerosol 
in France also went from xerox art to street stencils—one step up the do-it-yourself 
ladder. Also, Robert del Naja in the UK stated retrospectively: “My experience was 
limited—spray paint and do it yourself flyers, Tipp-Ex, Letraset and a scalpel. Back 
then publishing for me was quite literally hanging out in a photocopying shop. But 
it gave me some confidence as you would get direct feedback from your peers: instant 
public art.”265

In August 1981, for Wojnarowicz, “these military images” were not first and fore-
most “personal” or “anti-advertising,” as Carr said.266 The poster was meant to advertise 
his band 3 Teens Kill 4, maybe visualizing the killing with the target-face person who 
is about to get shot. Wojnarowicz used different smaller bomber planes in perhaps 
his earliest, or at least clumsiest, 3TK4 stencil work, sprayed directly on a window at 
one of the abandoned piers (34), photographed later in 1983.267 Here he used both 

	261	 Wojnarowicz: Fuck You Faggot Fucker (2020, directed by Chris McKim, 82.28 min.), 
31.19min.

	262	 Julie Hair on Instagram, 11.10.2018, https://www.instagram.com/p/BozdOqdlJXo/. Their 
band member Butterick mentioned this spray-paint action as well, see Interview with Brian 
Butterick, 26.11.1981. In: [fanzine] De-Evolutionary Times, issue 10, 1982, p. 3, http://
brianbutterick.org/interview/. Hugo Kaagman also stenciled on curtain-like stage backdrops 
for punk bands in Amsterdam in the same year, but not life on stage. Illustrated in Hugo 
Kaagman. Stencil King. Amsterdam 2009, p. 24.

	263	 Futura 2000 toured with punk band The Clash as a rapper and on-stage graffiti writer. 
23–30 September 1981 they performed in Théatre Mogador in Paris. Such a Futura2000 
stage backdrop was at auction in 2014, https://www.bonhams.com/auctions/21948/lot/281/

	264	 See chapter 1.4.3.
	265	 Robert Del Naja in conversation with Sean Bidder, in: Robert del Naja: 3D & the Art of 

Massive Attack. London 2015. Unpaged [booklet page 1].
	266	 Cynthia Carr: Fire in the Belly: The Life and Times of David Wojnarowicz. New York 2012, 

p. 175.
	267	 Photo by Marion Scemama, illustrated in Lotringer/Ambrosino 2006, p. 22.
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the negative and positive of stencils268 and experimented with freehand writing of the 
3TK4 name and collage elements. Wojnarowicz also discovered the serial use of a 
stencil with the nine little bomber planes, which received a freehand-sprayed smoke 
tail. At the pier, the “bomber planes” attacked not a “target-face person” but a human 
figure, maybe what Wojnarowicz elsewhere called a “recoiling figure“269 when talking 
about a stenciled figure combined with a burning house and a bomber plane, of which 
no photo exists. Then Wojnarowicz replaced the bomber plane with a more advanced 
camouflaged plane, for instance on a lamppost where the plane attacked again the 
burning house and the “recoiling figure,” which seems to be warding something off 
with its hand over its head. Instead of McCormick’s date “circa 1980,”270 summer 1981 
seems more likely based on the arguments above. In a Wojnarowicz photo portrait by 
Brian Albert from 1982, the stenciled camo plane is not just visible but plays a dom-
inant part; the fire blaze of his cigarette corresponds with the freehand fire trail of the 
burning bomber plane.271

The target, this time without a figure, appeared together with the camo plane 
and the recoiling figure on the 3TK4 poster for their concert at N.Y.T.E. in Novem-
ber 1981. The poster featured a new stencil, a silhouette of the United States repeated 
eight times,272 as well as the new strategy of combining two crossfading colors on a 
single layer stencil. As the planes all seem to be heading away from the US silhouette 
stencils, it appears that they are the aggressor in this guerrilla war. One copy of the 
N.Y.T.E. poster still exists. It is incorrectly dated to 1982/83,273 which we can say with 
certainty as 1981 was the only year in the short history of the band that had a Monday, 
November 30, which is the date listed. For the first time, Wojnarowicz used crudely 

	268	 See detail shot of the same Pier 34 window, by photographer Andreas Sterzing, where 
Wojnarowicz seemed to have glued a paper stencil to the window as well. https://www.
sterzing.co.uk/asp/place_1./Pages/Pier_34_New_York.html#24

	269	 Barry Blinderman (ed.), David Wojnarowicz: Tongues of Flame. University Galleries, Illinois 
State University, Normal, IL, p. 118.

	270	 McCormick 2010, p. 41.
	271	 Brian Albert, David W.[ojnarowicz], 1984, photo c-print, signed, dated, titled and numbered 

2/25, ca 28 × 35,5 cm, https://www.bidsquare.com/online-auctions/rago/brian-albert- 
american-b-1956-9245

	272	 Street stencilist and sometimes Wojnarowicz collaborator Jane Bauman recalled: “In the 
early ’80s, when I was hanging out with David, we both saw that we were using a few similar 
images, and we didn’t want people to think there was too much overlap with what we used. 
We agreed that there were some that we both used that were very generic (like the map of 
the USA) and others that we had each developed.” Bauman in Clampart: Empty Stencils. 
Exhibition catalog, New York 2020, p. 56.

	273	 Illustrated in Breslin/Kiehl 2016, p. 141-143: 3 Teens Kill 4—No Motive poster, wrongly 
dated to 1982–83, spray paint on paper, 76 × 102,3cm, Whitney Museum of American 
Art, New York, see also https://www.reddit.com/r/museum/comments/93evwc/david_
Wojnarowicz_3_teens_kill_4no_motive_poster/; see also Wojnarowicz: Fuck You Faggot 
Fucker (2020, directed by Chris McKim, 82.28min.), TC: 22.25 min.
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cut letter stencils. The N.Y.T.E. poster bears overall stylistic similarities to a small and 
early untitled work on wood Carr dated to 1981.274

Besides the usual elements (camo plane over recoiling figure in front of a burn-
ing house), Wojnarowicz also introduced a new character, in this case a black and 
white photograph of a male nude with an aggressive dog or wolf head stencil. An early 
Wojnarowicz drawing from 1979 also featured a dog, although it was a hand puppet 
and not a mask, in front of a burning house.275 He also introduced abstract forms like 
a jagged line visualizing a bomb detonation. Never did he experiment more with over-
lapping and fading of stencil frames than in this dynamic yet clumsy looking untitled 
work from 1981.276 The recoiling figure appeared five times, as a negative or positive 
stencil form, mostly stark truncated by the picture frame. In his later stencil works on 
canvas from 1982, Wojnarowicz preferred the cleaner pop art billboard advert look of 
mostly non-overlapping stencils.

In another 3TK4 poster at the Pyramid club, a “little soldier”277 stencil in front of 
a stenciled brick wall appeared as a new character in Wojnarowicz’s urban art guerrilla 
war series. The stylized soldier appeared to be mummed, so it’s possible it’s a guerrilla 
fighter, but its camouflage uniform links it to the camouflage bomber plane. Guerrilla 
fighters, who would have had Wojnarowiczs’ favor, are “lo-fi” fighters in contrast—
they might have used stencils but certainly wouldn’t have had bomber planes like 
state-funded military, so it’s unlikely the soldiers here are guerrilla fighters. The brick 
stenciled background hints at an urban environment—a concrete jungle, not a real 
jungle. A pencil inscription on the poster—“Early band poster II David Wojnarowicz 
1980/81”278—must have been added by someone (Wojnarowicz himself?) years later, 
as denoted by the use of the word “early.” The inscription seems to be from a time when 
the artist was already successful and looking back at his work. The date was incorrectly 
guessed, as neither 1980 not 1981 had a “Thurs[day], Jan[uary] 21”—it must have 
been 1982. Also, his development as a stencil artist points to a later date, as exemplified 
above.

	274	 Illustration in Carr 2012, n.p.,[opposite] p. 328, see also Wojnarowicz: Fuck You Faggot 
Fucker (2020, directed by Chris McKim, 82.28min.), TC: 26.53 min.

	275	 David Wojnarowicz Papers MSS.092, Fales Library, New York, Series I: Journals, box 1 , 
folder 11, 1979: NYC, Jun 6–Aug 28, p. 59.

	276	 Jane Bauman stated in 2020, she and Wojnarowicz created a bolt stencil tool in 1981, exhib-
ited in 2020. Bauman created different bolt stencils before. See Clampart: Empty Stencils. 
Exhibition catalog, New York 2020, p. 54–55.

	277	 Wojnarowicz quoted by Cynthia Carr: Fire in the Belly: The Life and Times of David 
Wojnarowicz. New York 2012, p. 175.

	278	 Illustrated in Marvin J. Taylor. (ed.): The Downtown Book: The New York Art Scene 1974–
1984. Princeton 2006, p. 40–41. The date written with pencil on the poster afterwards is too 
early, the poster is from 1982. The Fales Library database and the Downtown book adopted 
the wrong date obviously because of the inscription.
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Camo planes, targets, burning houses, and recoiling figures are also com-
bined with stencils of camouflaged soldiers running with guns in three photos of 
Wojnarowicz stencils on an abandoned car, dated 1982. The motif appeared there for 
the first time in two different sizes. These three car wreck photos seem to have been 
shot by Wojnarowicz himself, as they were in his estate at New York University’s Fales 
Library.279 All together, no fewer than 22 stencil images were visible on that particu-
lar car wreck, made with seven different stencil tools. Wojnarowicz on stenciling on 
abandoned cars: “Whenever there was a car wreck, they dragged it to 4th street or the 
Bowery, and they’d leave it there for nine months. I found that if I stenciled all these 
images of war and shit all over the wrecks, they’d tow them overnight! So, for a while 
I did that and then I was putting them on walls […].”280 Wojnarowicz claimed that 
his stencil art pointed to a community nuisance he helped solve as he made those car 
wrecks visible. Maybe he was inspired by Fekner, who had practiced this kind of envi-
ronmental car-wreck-stenciling since 1977.281

Another 3TK4 stencil poster, which McCormick dated to 1980, was described 
by him as “full of stark, nihilistic symbols of dehumanizing greed, insensitivity, and 
violence, including a building in flames, syringes, soldiers, a table setting, and a head 
as a target.”282 As there seems to be no visual evidence left of this stencil poster, it is not 
clear where to place it in Wojnarowicz’s development as a stencil artist. It is certain, 
however, that it couldn’t be dated to 1980, as 3TK4 only played one concert in 1980, 
and it was advertised with a xerox art poster,283 and also because the soldiers and the 
syringe entered his stencil work only in 1982.284

	279	 Photo 1: Wojnarowicz’s stenciled imagery on abandoned car in East Village, 1982, 
https://artistarchives.hosting.nyu.edu/DavidWojnarowicz/KnowledgeBase/index.php/
File:SprayPaintAbondonedCar_1982.jpg.html; photo 2 illustrated in John B. Henry: The 
Installations and Ephemeral Art of David Wojnarowicz. Dissertation New York University, 
2017, p. 70; photo 3: uploaded by John B. Henry, 28.08.2018, https://www.instagram.
com/p/BnAUw9hhHlW/; all photos from Wojnarowicz Papers at Fales Library.

	280	 Wojnarowicz interviewed by Nan Goldin in Lotringer/Ambrosino 2006, p. 207.
	281	 John Fekner: Decay 1978 to 1983, http://johnfekner.com/feknerArchive/?p=1190; John 

Fekner: Car, Trucks and Buses Decay, http://johnfekner.com/feknerArchive/?p=438 
John Fekner interviewed by Lorraine Inzalaco and Leslie Lalehzar, in: Queens Council 
on the Arts (ed.): Queens Artists and Their Studios: A Documentation. New York 1980, 
p. 21–27, here p. 23.

	282	 McCormick: Street Stencils of the Lower East Side. In: Art Forum, May 1989, p. 153.
	283	 For a reproduction of the xerox poster see Cynthia Carr: Fire in the Belly: The Life and 

Times of David Wojnarowicz. New York 2012, p. 169.
	284	 A syringe stencil appeared in Untitled (Peter Hujar Dreaming), 1982, stenciled spray paint 

on paper map, illustrated in Breslin/Kiehl 2016, p. 75.
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In another 3TK4 xerox/stencil mix poster from March 1982,285 Wojnarowicz com-
bined the jagged detonation line, this time coming from another silhouette of the US 
(not a stencil but a map collage), with another passive figure threatened by death. After 
the “target-face person” and the “recoiling figure” came the falling man.286 Bauman said 
the latter (and some of her own stencils) belonged to the “Men in Distress” series.287 
In France in 1979, Wojnarowicz glued an illustration of a similar falling man icon on 
train tracks, a French “Danger Electrocution Risk” sign, into his journals twice.288 Hair 
recognized a parallel with this European icon as well.289 The 3TK4 poster advertised a 
concert at The Underground, and Wojnarowicz’ falling man is based on an icon still 
used in the Paris Metro but bears similarities with the falling man silhouette from Saul 
Brass’ iconic movie poster for Alfred Hitchcock’s Vertigo (1958). The Vertigo man still 
has his hat, whereas Wojnarowicz’s has already lost his, a detail the “Danger Electrocu-
tion Risk” sign often lacks. The falling man also appeared in combination with camo 
planes and the burning house in another photo of a different abandoned car.290 This 
poster for a 3TK4 gig at The Underground on Sun[day], Mar[ch] 14[, 1982]” was not 
the only stenciled Wojnarowicz poster for that event. In his Wojnarowicz documen-
tary,291 Chris McKim illustrated another poster with four picture frames. Two show 
green bomber planes, one the stenciled sleeping Peter Hujar as bomber plane victim, 
and the first one a little red falling man on the arm of a huge headless other man. “The 
Falling Man” has also survived as a stencil tool.292

	285	 3 Teens Kill 4 playing at the Underground, Sun March 14, [1982]. Described as “3 Teens 
Kill 4” Poster, 1982–83. Spray paint on paper, 30 × 40 1/8 inches. Edition unknown.
Whitney Museum of American Art, New York; Purchase with funds from the Print Com-
mittee 2002. https://artistarchives.hosting.nyu.edu/DavidWojnarowicz/KnowledgeBase/
index.php/File:1980-81_Untitled_(3_Teens_Kill_4_poster)_20x13.jpg.html

	286	 Jane Bauman dated a collaboration work on paper entitled “Falling Man and Statue of Lib-
erty,” a Wojnarowicz work, “Falling Man Stencil Test” and the stencil tool of the Falling Man 
(45.72 × 35.56 cm) to 1981 each. See Clampart: Empty Stencils. Exhibition catalog, New 
York 2020, p. 4, 15, 48–49.

	287	 Bauman in Clampart: Empty Stencils. Exhibition catalog, New York 2020, p. 7, 4249, espe-
cially 46.

	288	 David Wojnarowicz: Journal I, 1979: Paris/Normandy, Nov 25, 1978–Mar 17, 1979, p. 124 
[box 1, folder : 9], man falling onto train tracks on cover [box 2, folder 36] In: David 
Wojnarowicz Papers MSS.092, http://dlib.nyu.edu/findingaids/html/fales/woj/dscaspace_
ref11.html; Carr 2012, p. 122 calls it a drawing by Wojnarowicz and also saw the parallel to 
the Paris Metro.

	289	 3TK4 fellow band member Julie Hair interviewed by Lotringer/Ambrosino 2006, p. 23–24.
	290	 Illustrated in Breslin/Kiehl 2016, p. 79.
	291	 Wojnarowicz: Fuck You Faggot Fucker (2020, directed by Chris McKim, 82.28min.), TC: 

22.24.
	292	 David Wojnarowicz, Falling Man, 1981, stencil, 45.7 × 35.6 cm. Empty Stencils catalog 

2020, p. 48–49. Another one was exhibited in “David Wojnarowicz. History Keeps Me 
Awake at Night” Museo Reina Sofia, Madrid, 29.05.–30.09.2019.
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For an all-stencil exhibition at 411 Public Illumination Gallery in June 1982, 
his first solo show, simply entitled Installation, Wojnarowicz combined one of the not 
three different-sized camo soldier stencils with an aggressive dog or wolf head. The 
male nude with the same dog head seemed to be a less clear predecessor of the little 
soldier. Maybe he recalled the often-used Shakespeare phrase “dogs of war,” used for 
mercenaries and the title of a punk song by The Exploited from May 1981 as well as 
a few films since the 1940s. A 1980 American movie based on the Frederick Forsyth 
novel from 1974 had the same title.293

Although the dog head already appeared aggressive in the untitled 1981 work, at 
the show at 411 it became more clearly a mercenary dog, an animal war monster. On 
the flier, Wojnarowicz used one of his photos of a blindfolded man as the main image 
and only a small falling man stencil with the jagged line.294 The blindfolded men (who 
had been “shot” with a camera) also seemed to be victims in Wojnarowicz’s guerrilla 
art war.295 Wojnarowicz combined the stencil medium’s Latin American guerrilla lo-fi 
do-it-yourself history with a depiction of his own “war” that sent a very deliberate 
message. Form and content sent the same signal—resistance against the powerful in 
the (art) world.

Wojnarowicz came to stencil graffiti via punk flyposting, xerox art, DIY culture, 
and poetry. Like Pignon-Ernest, he was not a trained artist. Like Pignon-Ernest, John 
Fekner, and especially Penny Rimbaud from Crass, Wojnarowicz was as close to litera-
ture as to painting. After all, maybe the stencil is as painterly as a printed letter can get, 
or as text-like as an image could become on a wall at that time. Contrary to Fekner, 
Crass, or Pignon-Ernest, however, Wojnarowicz used imagery with few or no words, 
more colors than just black and red, and he arranged stencils in a modular way to 
create larger compositions, something only Fekner did in NYC earlier, but much less 
than Wojnarowicz.

	293	 Its plot was about US mercenaries not in Latin America but in a fictional African country.
	294	 It seemed to be this work: David Wojnarowicz, Untitled [Falling man and map of the 

U.S.A.], 1982. 60.8 × 45.4 cm, image: 31.8 × 31.8 cm. Whitney Museum of American Art, 
New York, https://whitneymedia.org/assets/image/821296/large_2001_269_Crop.jpg, The 
Whitney Museum website calls it I screenprint although it looks like spraypaint and stencil 
on paper.

	295	 They remind of the term “gallery rifle shooting,” a pun with weapon related subject and the 
art gallery.
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4.4.6	 The Burning House

Carr mentioned Wojnarowicz’s burning house stencil as being more “personal” 296 
than his other military images. She also mentioned that this work was one of the first 
works closely related to him by a larger audience. The burning house is Wojnarowicz’s 
most important street stencil motif which oscillates between personal iconography and 
aggressive airing of political and social grievances.

Although the bomber plane or the recoiling figure, and more prominently, the 
falling man, appeared more than once in street photos, Wojnarowicz stenciled mostly 
the burning house as a single motif on walls.297 Wojnarowicz’s burning house appeared 
for instance alone, illegally painted on the same SoHo door as drawings by Haring,
Basquiat, and an acrobat stencil by Alex Vallauri,298 documented by Brazilian photog-
rapher Fernando Natalici (fig. 29).299 Natalici’s gallery dated the photo to “1979/80” 
although Basquiat didn’t use his SAMO© tag (which he did until 1979300); instead, 
he used his crown and the word SALT, which appeared in his work starting in 1982.301 
Haring’s radiant baby did not appear before December 1980,302 and a stencil by Alex 
Vallauri on the same door seemed to be even later, as he lived in New York only 1982 
until 1983.303 Still, Wojnarowicz’s burning house stencil on that door could be from 
1981.

	296	 Cynthia Carr: Fire in the Belly: The Life and Times of David Wojnarowicz. New York 2012, 
p. 175.

	297	 I know of one exception, documented on a postcard, where he stenciled his camo soldier on 
a wall in New York. E. and J. Spahn: Spahnscapes. New York City Street Art. Photograph on 
postcard, ca. 1982–85. Collection of the author.

	298	 See chapter 4.5.2.2.
	299	 Fig. 29, Fernando Natalici: The Door, [wrongly dated to] 1979/80 [rather 1982 or later], 

photography, 50.8 × 40.64 cm, hand signed and numbered across the lower margins from 
an edition of 20; https://www.1stdibs.com/art/photography/black-white-photography/
fernando-natalici-basquiat-keith-haring-street-art-photo-1980-samo/id-a_4927541/

	300	 Richard Marshall, Jean-Michel Basquiat. Exhibition Catalog. New York 1993, p. 236.
	301	 For instance in Basquiat’s works Portrait of the Artist as a Young Derelict, 1982 or Notary, 

1982. The crown appread already earlier, for instance in Untitled, 1981 (Collection Larry 
Warsh) or Untited (Red Man), 1981. All illustrated in: Richard Marshall, Jean-Michel
Basquiat. Exhibition Catalog. New York 1993, p. 79, 81, 124, 145–155.

	302	 Haring in John Gruen: Keith Haring. The Authorized Biography. New York 1991, p. 68.
	303	 Katler Dettmann Wandekoken: Alex Vallauri: graffiti e a cidade dos afetos. Dissertation, 

Universidade Federal do Espírito Santo Vitória 2017, p. 37; http://200.137.65.30/bitstream/ 
10/8489/1/tese_10593_DISSERTA%C3%87%C3%83O%20MESTRADO%20KATLER 
%20FINAL%20REVISADO.pdf
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Fig. 29: Fernando Natalici: The Door [with stencils by Wojnarowicz and Vallauri, drawings by Basquiat, 
Haring, et al.], , Lower East Side, New York City, ca. 1982–83, photography, 50.8 × 40.64 cm. Source: 
https://www.1stdibs.com/art/photography/black-white-photography/fernando-natalici-basquiat- 
keith-haring-street-art-photo-1980-samo/id-a_4927541/ (accessed May 1, 2024).
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