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A	 Introduction

��e history of the stencil as a graphic technique is long and surprising. Long, 
because it has started in the Palaeolithic caves. Surprising, because contrary to the other 
traditional graphic techniques it is not vanishing in the artistic heritage park but is still 
�ourishing in the new environment�on the city�s walls.

Stencil is the oldest graphic technique (famous handprints from El Castillo cave 
are ��.��� years old). �e stencil technique is simple and cheap. It was used anywhere 
where patterns, inscriptions or symbols were supposed to be precisely carried onto any 
base. �e amount of such imprints is unlimited because each stencil can be a template 
for the next one. Copies can be made with almost any paint and in any format. It�s No 
surprise that many signboards, inscriptions and signs were made in this technique.��

Instant Public Art. �is title alludes to the two primary spaces where stencil graf-
�ti appear: the urban public sphere and the internet�a notable inclusion being social 
media platform Instagram, �rst released in ����. Like instant tea, instant public art has 
two signature characteristics: prefabrication and fast execution. Here, �instant� refers 
to the two main qualities of stencils, which are pre-cutting�the advance preparation 
of a stencil tool in a studio�and the speed of application in a public space. ��e 
stencil plate itself has encoded expert form, enabled good composition, and made 
these qualities available especially to those unskilled in�� creating images or lettering. A 
detailed de�nition of �stencil� follows in section two of the introduction.

�Instant public art� is, furthermore, a phrase used by Robert Del Naja,� not in his 
role as front man of famous triphop collective Massive Attack, but in his role as a DIY 
street stencil gra�ti pioneer who was himself inspired by Crass� punk stencils (�g.���), 
which were in turn inspired by the stencils of Paris ���� tradition. I chose a Del Naja 
quote rather than a Blek le Rat quote as it was Del Naja, not Blek le Rat, who inspired 
Banksy, the most well known stencil artist after �����as I will show in this survey. 

However, the work of Blek le Rat, who referenced propaganda stencils in his 
stencil gra�ti history and often referred to himself as the �godfather of stencil graf-
�ti��another claim I will later disprove�also serves as a subject of interest for this 
book. Another inspiration for this book�s title was �Instant �is Instant �at� (����), 

	 �	 Tomasz Sikorski: Szablon Kwitnie Na Ulicach [Stencil Flowers on the Street]. In: Format 
No.��� (�-�/����), p.������, english translation by Tomasz Sikorski, http://�bartpl.blog-
spot.com/����/��/tomasz-sikorski-szablon-kwitnie-na.html (accessed May��, ����).

	 �	 Kindel ����, p.��.
	 �	 Robert Del Naja in conversation with Sean Bidder, in: Robert del Naja: �D & the Art of 

Massive Attack. London ����. Unpaged [booklet page �].
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gra�ti are very diverse. �is may be because of the properties of stencils themselves; 
the speed and neatness with which one can, without much e�ort, apply the same 
gra�ti in di�erent places. But also because of the technique, where the limitations and 
possibilities of stencils bring about an artistic interaction in which the gra�tist can 
fully develop and perfect his talents. �e medium becomes a challenge.��

1	 Question/Problem/Goal

�e question �Who invented stencils for street art?� is ultimately the question 
of the history of stencils in street art. If we follow Adorno, the �who invented it?� 
question is part of the discourse around the concept of genuineness. �To equate gen-
uineness [Echtheit] with truth is not tenable. [�] In [�] [genuineness, note by the 
author] hides the idea of the supremacy of the origin over what is derived. �is is how-
ever already connected with social legitimism. All ruling elites claim to be the eldest 
of all, autochthonous.�� Is older always better and more genuine? Authenticity is not 
a condition in itself, rather only in relation to something else is something real. So we 
have two questions: Who used stencils in a street art context for the �rst time and who 
has made it what it is today? �e development of a medium (such as that of the stencil) 
can best be grasped in its characteristic peculiarities, considering both questions.

�e �Who invented it?� question requires clari�cation. Stencils have been used 
on walls in medieval churches and in early modern editions of biblical texts on paper. 
In the ��th century, avant-garde painters used stencils�George Braque (���������) 
was most likely �rst with his cubist collages, followed a little later by Fernand LØger 
(���������), and around ���� by Jasper Johns (*����) and Robert Indiana (�����
����)�but none of them worked illegally on the streets; they worked under com-
pletely di�erent conditions and for di�erent goals.�

Street art�s most recognizable �gure, England�s Banksy (*ca. ����), works mostly 
with spray stencil motifs. Little is known, however, about the history of Banksy�s tech-
nique. As a street art researcher, I sometimes receive photos of random stencil gra�ti 
accompanied by the note that these street works might be by Banksy. Not every stencil 
work on the street is from Banksy, just as not every oil painting is by Rembrandt. 
Nevertheless, this indicates that the public perceives a close connection between a 
technique and an artist�as a result, one can almost speak of Banksy�s signature stencil 
style. Today, stencil gra�ti is often equated with Banksy and street art.

	 �	 Bosmans ����, p.������. Translation by the author.
	 �	 �eodor W. Adorno: Goldprobe. Kapitel ��. In: Minima Moralia. Re�exionen aus dem 

beschädigten Leben. Frankfurt [����] ����, p.��������, translation: https://www.marxists.
org/reference/archive/adorno/����/mm/ch��.htm (accessed May��, ����).

	 �	 Kindel ����, p.��.
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and Hugo Kaagman (*����) from Amsterdam�all of whom worked with stencils 
before Banksy�among others.

Of course, it is not always possible to prove a photographed gra�ti was really 
painted with a stencil, but the same can be said for photos of lost oil paintings. Spray-
painted stencil gra�ti often have overspray and a characteristic mix of spray-blur, and 
sharp lines that would be very unlikely, that is to say, hard and time consuming, to 
achieve without a stencil tool. If the coherent form of a gra�ti image is interrupted 
by stencil �bridges,��� this also indicates the use of a stencil.�� Sometimes spray stencils 
on cut-outs, i.e. pasted paper works of street art or stencil gra�ti mimicry to save time 
or gain even more studio control over the outcome, can look very similar to stencil 
gra�ti, but often the background has a slightly di�erent color, di�erent overall visual 
appearance or even protruding ends as evidence that a stencil was not sprayed directly 
on a wall.

2	 Terms and Definitions

2.1	 The Four Main Stencil Terms—Etymology and Differences

�is survey deals with (predominantly artistic) stencils in public space from ���� 
until ����. My main examples are street stencils in France, Poland, Germany (East and 
West), the United States of America and Great Britain. I also talk about Italy, Spain, 
Norway, Brazil, Russia and the Netherlands. I base this chapter on results from Google 
Translate and several dictionaries. �e di�erent terms used for the concept of stencil 
by the majority in other countries each point to a di�erent understanding of the same 
phenomenon.

As several countries also use two of the main terms, �stencil� and �pochoir,� as 
loanwords, and as several of the terms�especially in Scandinavian and Eastern Euro-
pean countries�are etymologically related to the German �Schablone,� it might suf-
�ce to analyze the most widely used ones, i.e., �stencil,� �pochoir,� and �Schablone.� 
�Estampa,� a fourth term used primarily in Spanish-speaking contexts, has also been 
included, as it is etymologically and semantically distinct from the main three.

	 ��	 See next chapter.
	 ��	 Rolf E. Straub: Tafel- und Tüchleinmalerei. In: Hermann Kühn, Heinz Roosen-Runge, Rolf 

E. Straub, Manfred Koller: Reclams Handbuch der künstlerischen Techniken. Vol. �. [Farb-
mittel Buchmalerei Tafel- und Leinwandmalerei] Stuttgart ����, p.����.
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2.1.1	 Why “Stencil” is better than “Template” in a 
Street Art Context

I use the internationally recognizable English term �stencil� as a main term, not 
only because I analyze prominent examples from the USA and Great Britain, but also 
because this book was written in English. �e term �template� is even more common 
than �stencil,� and the two are often used synonymously. For this survey, however, I 
chose the concrete �stencil� over the more general �template� or �templet� because 
English-language secondary literature uses �stencil� more frequently and, as we will 
see, because �template� refers to a di�erent conceptualization of this phenomenon; the 
subject of this book is truly the �stencil.� �Template� stems from �temple� (beam) or 
French �templet� (weaver�s stretcher). Its meaning as a �pattern or gauge for shaping a 
piece of work� was �rst recorded in ����.��

�e use of the noun �stencil� was �rst recorded in ����, and not again until ����. 
It probably stems from Middle English �stencellen� (to decorate with bright colors), 
from Middle French �estenceler� (to cover with sparkles or stars, powder with color), 
from Middle French �estencele� (spark, spangle�Øtincelle in Modern French), and 
from Vulgar Latin �stincilla� (metathesis of Latin �scintilla,� spark).�� So the roots of 
the word �stencil� are more speci�c; its meaning is related to color and light, in con-
trast to �template,� which is the more widely used, but less speci�c, term. Translated 
into French, �template� is �modele�; in German, �Vorlage� (not a direct equivalent 
of �Schablone�). Furthermore, �template� has the connotation of being a result or 
derivative, something of less worth than the �original.� �Template� can be understood 
to be more pejorative than �stencil.� And it is �stencil,� not �template,� that became a 
loan word in German�� and French;�� in Dutch it is even listed before the �Schablone�- 
related �sjabloon.��� In Germany and Italy today it is speci�cally used for �art stencils� 
and is even more typical in street art and gra�ti contexts.�� In Italy �stencil� replaced 
the older �maschera� or �mascherina� for both the stencil tool and the stencil image.�� 
In ���� German, it could also mean both.

	 ��	 https://www.etymonline.com/search?q=template (accessed May��, ����).
	 ��	 https://www.etymonline.com/word/stencil (accessed May��, ����).
	 ��	 https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stencil (accessed May��, ����).
	 ��	 Google translator lists �le stencil� after �le pochoir,� https://translate.google.de/�view= 

home&op=translate&sl=auto&tl=fr&text=Stencil (accessed May��, ����).
	 ��	 https://translate.google.de/�view=home&op=translate&sl=auto&tl=nl&text=Stencil 

(accessed May��, ����).
	 ��	 https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stencil; https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stencil (accessed May��, ����).
	 ��	 street art expert Mirabelona Carrasco in conversation with the author on Instagram, 

��.��.����.
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1.4.2	 Why “Pochoirists” Makes More Sense than “L’école de Blek 
le Rat”

On November �, ����, leading French newspaper Le Monde published an article 
with the headline �L�Øcole de Blek le Rat: Les murs de Paris et l�art du pochoir� (�e 
School of Blek le Rat: �e walls of Paris and the art of the stencil).��� From that point 
on, (mostly illegally) spray-painted stencils on walls were primarily called �pochoirs� 
in France and Germany. �is was the case until Tristan Manco�s book Stencil Gra�ti 
(����) and Banksy started to become more famous in ����.��� In this book, as men-
tioned before, �pochoir� refers to street art stenciling in France in the ����s (or in that 
tradition), not the book illustration technique popular in the ����s.

According to Abarca,��� the Le Monde article about the school of Blek le Rat 
played a similar role in street art history as the ���� article in �e New York Times 
about Taki ��� for style-writing gra�ti.��� I disagree. �e di�erence is that the Le 
Monde article was more a reaction (see graph� �, chapter �.�), less a spark of the 
pochoir movement, like the Times article was for gra�ti, although Taki was also not 
the �rst gra�ti writer. �L�Øcole de Blek le Rat� came after two TV documentaries with 
key protagonists, three books, and four gallery shows dealing with the pochoirists and 
other street art in Paris at the time (see graph��, chapter �.�). �e pochoirists were 
usually included in examinations of street art in general, however, not just in dedicated 
investigations of the pochoir medium speci�cally. Publications would include freehand 
painters like JØrôme Mesnager, others who worked in Figuration Libre-style, or poster 
artists like Claude Costa as well.

According to Prou, one of the books, Le livre du gra�ti (�e Book of Gra�ti) 
(see also graph��, chapter �.�),��� actually played the role Abarca attributed to the Le 
Monde article: �Written in ����, but published in ����, there was the �rst book on 
gra�ti written by an academic: Le livre du gra�ti, by Denys Riout. �is book was a 
real turning point in the history of the movement. We discovered all the real street 
interventionists of the time. When the book came out, a lot of amazing things hap-
pened for unknown artists. We went from anonymity to a state of partial recognition. 

	���	 Marc Ambroise-Rendu: L�Øcole de Blek le Rat. Les murs de Paris et l�art du pochoir. 
Le Monde, �.��.����, p.�� [cover], and continued on p.���.

	���	 See for example Christoph�Maisenbacher: An die Wand gesprüht� �Pochoirs� Schablonen-
gra�ti aus Frankreich. Frankfurt/Main ����/��. Christoph�Maisenbacher: Gra�ti Kalender 
‘��. Moers ���� [jacket text]; Treeck/Metze-Prou: Pochoirs. Die Kunst des Schablonengraf-
�ti. Berlin ����.

	���	 Javier Abarca: El papel de los medios en el desarrollo del arte urbano. Urbanario �.�.����, 
https://urbanario.es/articulo/el-papel-de-los-medios-en-el-desarrollo-del-arte-urbano/ 
(accessed October ��, ����).

	���	 New York Times: Taki ���. ��.��.����, p.���, https://www.nytimes.com/����/��/��/
archives/taki-���-spawns-pen-pals.html (accessed May �, ����).

	���	 Le Livre de Gra�ti appeared in two editions, ���� and ����.
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gra�ti and later stenciling in Madrid circa ����/��. Dr. Hofmann also stated that he 
was inspired by Blek le Rat,��� as did the ����s German stencil duo Ozonschweine.���

Because of all this, it makes more sense to speak simply about �pochoirists� (as even 
the euphonic alliteration �Paris Pochoirists� is incorrect because of the Non-Parisian 
beginnings of important pochoirists like Jef AØrosol in Tours or Olivier Otteni��� in 
Straßbourg���) than �l�Øcole de Blek le Rat,� because both the term and its beginning 
are unclear. �e term �l�Øcole de Blek le Rat� implies that Blek inspired all of the other 
pochoirists, which was not the case. �ey started for other reasons, partly independent 
from Blek, partly at the same time. It is even possible that some started earlier. Still, it 
is important to note that Blek was an important inspiration for many pochoirists (see 
graph��).

�e early phase of the French pochoirists went from ����/�� (Blek�s/Rou�et�s/
Nemo�s/MixMix�s/Aerosol�s alleged start) until May ���� (TNT�s start). �e main 
phase went from ���� until end of ����,��� when most pochoirists were already active. 
�e pochoir�s downfall began with the emergence of style-writing gra�ti, brought to 
Paris by American style writer Futura ���� in ������� and French-American writer 
Bando in �������. �e new style took over the majority of Parisian walls from ���� to 
����.���

1.4.3	 Pochoir and Punk/Rock

Style-writing gra�ti often tends to be connected to hip-hop music. Some early 
style writers in Paris,��� however, and also many pochoirists and early Paris street artists 
who worked in the Figuration Libre style, were connected to punk and rock (�g.���). 
�Because peinture rock, rock painting, as the pochoir movement is often called, 

	���	 GÆlvez misspelled Blek as �Bleck� in the interview with Dr. Hofmann, see Philip GÆlvez: 
Dr. Hofmann [interview], Entrevista, ��.��.����, http://www.spanishgra�are.com/ 
entrevista_a_drho�man.html (accessed May �, ����).

	���	 Ozoneschweine member Nic Fit in Bernhard van Treeck: Gra�ti Kalender ���. Moers ����. 
Unpaged.

	���	 In ���� Christine Hübner, Leipzig University, told me Olivier�s surname and contact.
	���	 Bernhard van Treeck: Gra�ti Kalender ���. Moers ����. Unpaged [section Besonderes 

Kennzeichen: Schlapphut].
	���	 Maisenbacher in Metze-Prou/Treeck ����, p.���.
	���	 Futura ���� toured with punk band �e Clash as a rapper and on-stage gra�ti writer. 

����� September ���� they performed in �Øatre Mogador in Paris.
	���	 Denys Riout et al.: Le Livre du Gra�ti. Paris ����, p.����.
	���	 Jean-Pierre Goudaillier: Les Pochoirs Muraux DØfonce D�a�cher...��, V�LÀ OLGA! In: 

Communication et langages, n°��, �er trimestre ����, p.������.
	���	 For instance, writer crews like Force Alphabetick and BBC, see Paris Gra�ti. Berlin ����, 

p.���; ��.
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Not all ����s pochoirists were, however, part of the punk movement and there 
was a di�erence between punk stencils (e.g. �g.���) and ����s pochoirs (e.g. �g.���). 
Still, the approach of punk and pochoir is often similar; in short, it is inspired by a 
DIY philosophy. �We [�] owe it to the punks to have brought the stencil up to date, 
to make it the instrument of wild placard adverts. Stealthy, e�cient, easy to use, and 
requiring no drawing skills, this great tool for mass dissemination will soon become an 
artistic medium.����

�e main di�erence between punk stencils and pochoirs was the purpose. A punk 
stencil (e.g. �g.���) could be applied and cut by punk band members as well as their 
fans to promote their music and/or their style and/or their political views. Punk stencils 
(e.g. �g.���) usually advertised for something else. Pochoirs were cut not by group.�or 
anonymous individuals but predominantly by individual artists or artist group.�to con-
vey an artistic message. �ere was no punk band or political agenda behind the works 
of most pochoirists we still talk about in ���� (see graph��), but their pochoirs should 
speak predominantly for themselves. Punks hated over-produced conceptual albums 
like those of ����s bands like Pink Floyd or Genesis, just as neo-Expressionist or 
Figuration Libre painters hated ����s conceptual art that was often perceived as cold 
and impersonal. Punk and pochoir as artistic approaches were fast, in your face, about 
quantity rather than quality, pretended to be spontaneous and authentic, celebrated 
the urge to express oneself over craftsmanship.� and the street over elaborate studio 
work. Many pochoirs were signed by individuals or artist group.� in the tradition of 
easel canvas painting and to achieve fame. In the case of punk stencils (e.g. �g.���), the 
stencil often consisted of a band�s signature or logo. Punk stencils were also dominated 
by words, not images like the majority of pochoirs. In the case that a pochoir primarily 
featured words, they were closer to poetry, as in works by Miss.Tic, than to advertising 
or propaganda. Additionally, Miss.Tic combined them with imagery, often self-por-
traits or depictions of other women.

1.4.4	 Developments of Street Stencils by the Pochoirists

As mentioned, there were about ��� people or more using stencils on the streets 
of Paris and other French cities in the ����s. �is quantity of protagonists led to fruit-
ful competition, which in turn led to innovation and experimentation with the street 
stencil medium. Of course, the innovations were not con�ned to France at that time. 
Notable exceptions like Alex Vallauri (in Brazil and New York) made similar things 
with stencils elsewhere around ���� (�g.� ��). In the pre-internet age, information 

	���	 StØphanie Lemoine, Julien Terral: In situ. Un panorama de l�art urbain de ���� à nos jours. 
Paris ����, p.���.
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1.4.4.1	 Blek’s (?) Life-Size Stencil

One important innovation was the life-size �gure stencil. In March ����,��� Blek, 
still a duo according to an early interview, cut his �rst life-size stencil of a shouting man 
(�g.���).��� According to Prou, this large stencil was based on a photo in French news-
paper LibØration��� of an old Irish man shouting at kids who had just thrown stones 
at the English police in Belfast.��� Prou saw him as a metaphor for moral courage.���

Later Prou claimed it was him alone:��� �Alongside his notoriety as the father of 
stencil art, Blek is also credited with being the inventor of the life-sized stencil.���� 
Elsewhere, he claimed that this incident took place in March ����,��� although on 
one page earlier a photo of the Irishman stencil is dated to ����.��� According to 
Manco, it happened in ����.��� Photos of the Old Irishman stencil are usually dated 
���� to ���� by Blek or his wife.��� An exception is a postcard with a photo by Rosine 
Klatzman, dating the Irishman to ���� (�g.���).

Sometimes it is unclear, however, how much time passes between cutting the 
stencil, applying it to walls, and taking the photograph. �is is a general problem of 
street art photography that also applies to other prefabricated media like posters or 
stickers. Does the date in the caption indicate the date of the stencil-cutting, the wall 

	���	 Sybille Prou (ed.): Blek le Rat. Getting through the walls. London/New York ����, p.���; 
Damian Wardle: Blek Le Rat. �e Rat Catcher. In. VNA magazine, Vol. ��, ��.��.����, 
p.��.

	���	 �Mais nous pensions qu�il fallait s�imposer un peu plus et provoquer I� oeil en le trompant 
avec des personnages à taille humaine. [�] Et puis mon copain s�est mis à faire autre chose 
que des pochoirs et je suis restØ seul à signer Blek.� Blek in Solange Pierson, Guillaume 
Dambier: Pochoir à la une. Paris ����, p.���.

	���	 Prou on his website http://blekleratoriginal.com/en/blek-le-rat-�/ (��.��.����); Prou in 
Pochoir ����, p.���.

	���	 Rosine Klatzmann: C�est dans la poche. In: TØlØrama, N° ����, ��.��.����, p.���.
	���	 ��is is an old Irish man yelling against English soldiers in Belfast in the seventies. �e man 

is very brave because the soldiers are very nervous trying to shoot with their guns some guys 
from the IRA. �e photo was incredible strong. I always been fascinated by the people at the 
risk of one�s life do not hesitate to say what they think.� http://bleklerat.free.fr/stencil���
gra�ti.html (accessed May �, ����).

	���	 Prou on his website http://blekleratoriginal.com/en/blek-le-rat-�/ (��.��.����).
	���	 Damian Wardle: Blek Le Rat. �e Rat Catcher. In. VNA magazine, Vol. ��, ��.��.����, 

p.��.
	���	 Prou in Metze-Prou/Treeck ����, p.���.
	���	 Metze-Prou/Treeck ����, p.���.
	���	 Manco ����, p.���.
	���	 See for instance: Metze-Prou/Treeck ����, p.���, ��. Sybille Prou (ed.): Blek le Rat. Getting 

through the walls. London/New York ����, p.������; Sybille Prou: Le Berceau du Mouve 
ment. Paris ����. In: Samantha Longhi, Benoît Maître (eds.): Paris Pochoirs. Paris ����, 
p.������.
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Mesnager, Costa, and later Hambleton. Larger works stood out, and most artists who 
claimed to be inspired by Blek said so because of his life-size �gures.��� It allowed one 
to recognize and photograph�the works within a wider context. �e stencils stopped 
being just small images on the street, they became equal to pedestrians in photos, they 
became landmarks. �us, they were noticed by more people.

�e life-size nature of the works inspired photos with more architectural and 
other urban context, and so to a wider site-speci�city. Smaller works were usually 
photo-framed like canvas works; they could be anywhere. Still, the majority of stencils 
documented in a pochoirist context were relatively small in size. �is is obvious in the 
publications of Maisenbacher, who often delivered the dimensions of the pochoirs 
with the photos.��� Photographed alongside passersby, a life-size stencil of a man could 
serve as an illusion of a passerby itself. �e photos of street stencils became more 
three-dimensional as a result. Exceptions like Ernest Pignon-Ernest already used life-
size site-speci�c stencils, but Blek would do that over years on a large scale and would 
achieve more recognition from the media, although his works were much less site-spe-
ci�c than those of Pignon-Ernest. Blek�s �gures �t into a street or an arrondissement, 
but they could also be in another street or another city. He toured his Irishman stencil 
through a few French cities.��� Pignon-Ernest created stencils for the plateau d�Albion 
and his dead communards for very speci�c locations, remembering their history.

1.4.4.2	 Rouffet’s Row of Image and Text

It seems that Marie Rou�et was the �rst to combine image and text stencils, 
something Miss.Tic would do a little later with a larger focus on poetry. Blek signed 
most works (e.g. �g.���) like Rou�et and Miss.Tic did. In all three cases, the signature 
is the shortest form of poetry, as all used pseudonyms instead of their real names�cho-
sen words and identities. Blek�s early work needed a signature to sum them up as done 
by one artist (group). Blek�s early motifs�running men, tanks, faces, rats, bananas�
didn�t have much in common but could be visually tied together with a name tag. 
Rou�et, on the other hand, created a visual/text formula that made a large percentage 
of his stencils recognizably his, even if subject and images di�ered.

Rou�et�s �rst stencil featured four identical pro�les of a smiling man with a 
slightly open mouth accompanied by the slogan �ROCK �N� PAINT� (�g.���), which 
became the title and the visual formula for a whole series of pochoirs.��� �e typical 
characteristics of the series were usually three to four image pochoirs of the same motif, 

	���	 See for instance Metze-Prou, van Treeck ����, p.���.
	���	 Maisenbacher ����.
	���	 Xavier Prou: Das Fundament. In: Pochoir ����, p.���.
	���	 Rou�et in Solange Pierson, Guillaume Dambier: Pochoir à la une. Paris ����, p.������.
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1.4.4.3	 Aérosol’s Sliding Stencil

Jef AØrosol demonstrated his innovation of the sliding stencil (�g.���) in the TV 
documentary �Paris insolite. L�art du pochoir, ou les �Murmures impatients�� (����).��� 
In an interview one year later he explained this technique: �I got the idea of movin�, sli-
din� the stencil with my left hand and spraying with the right one. �e combined ges-
tures and rhythms of both my hands gave a picture. �us, a stencil can be used as a real 
instrument like a brush or a pencil, and not just a way to reproduce a single picture. 
So, from my self-portrait (= egocentrism, selfcenteredness, narcissism, megalomania 
�) I get monstrous creatures (selfmutiliation, self-destruction, death, masochism.).���� 
At that time Aerosol mainly stenciled self-portraits. Not all stenciled images he created 
looked like monsters, however. Aerosol�s distorted images look sometimes funny or 
decorative as well, for example when he used the sliding stencil method for his signa-
ture.��� In ���� he explained this technique again as follows: �From time to time I use 
a technique which makes it possible to obtain particular e�ects: it is about the left hand 
being �bougØ� [moved, blurred] (the one which holds the stencil while the right hand 
sprays the paint). In this way, by pulling the stencil as I spray, I can modify the motif, 
distort the image, distort a portrait for example. �is system was born from my desire 
to reproduce with a stencil what I did in copy-art on the photocopier glass: I moved the 
object, the material to be copied or my face while the light tube of the copier swep.�the 
glass. �e resulting elongations, twists, blurs were very interesting�.���

�is invention by Aerosol allowed to vary and dynamize pop art�s serial sequence 
of images��the same, but di�erent.� With this technique, Aerosol used pop art�s serial-
ity to create larger compositions with di�erent smaller stencils, much like Alex Vallauri 
had earlier, but combining Francis Bacon-like deformation of found imagery (Aerosol 
later��� used the technical image of an arrow as a signature icon in most of his work, a 

	���	 Paris insolite. L�art du pochoir, ou les �Murmures impatients� (����, R: Jacques Renard, 
��.� Min.) TC: �.����.��min; �.����.��min; �.����.� Min., https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=zCCaBYCD�Qw (accessed May �, ����); �Murmures impatients� hints at a poetic 
stencil gra�ti by Miss.Tic, ����.

	���	 Jef Aerosol quoted in Photomaton: A Contemporary Survey of Photobooth Art. Exhibition 
Pyramid Arts Center, Rochester New York, ��.��.�����.��.��. New York ����, p.���.

	���	 Paris Insolite. L�art du Pochoir, ou les �Murmures impatients� (����, R: Jacques Renard, 
��.� Min.) TC: �.����.� Min., https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zCCaBYCD�Qw 
(accessed May �, ����).

	���	 Jef Aerosol: Blablabla (Jef raconte sa vie !) :-)). ����, reworked ����, https://www.jefaero-
solmusic.com/bio/ (�.��.����).

	���	 �I didn�t use the arrow in the �rst place, it came a bit later, in the mid-eighties, but not as 
a permanent �trademark�. �e arrow was only one of the many shapes I used to paint in 
order to �organize� space: dotted lines, stars, circles, triangles, �owers� �ey helped me 
split the space and de�ne a �format�. I progressively ceased to use those shapes, but the arrow 
remained [�].� Aerosol quoted by Eli Anapur: �e Magic Still Works!�Jef Aerosol in an 
Interview. ��.��.����, https://www.widewalls.ch/magazine/jef-aerosol-interview
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1.4.4.4	 The Role of Spray-Performance on a Surface

Aerosol�s sliding stencil also shed light on the fact that stencil image and stencil 
tool do not have to be the same. In the words of German pochoirist Unicut: �At the 
same time, I see the pochoir as an exciting juxtaposition of what is wanted and what 
is not: the choice of wall surface, for example, determines the color distribution under 
the grille, creates unique random compositions outside of the precisely cut stencil.���� 
Each stencil image looks slightly di�erent, depending on the surface, the quality of 
color or the way of spraying. Often this only becomes apparent when something goes 
wrong, when the color drip.�either because the sprayer is unskilled or the color reacts 
to weather conditions, or the surface is too rough, so the stencil becomes blurry or 
unreadable. Banksy used dripping stencils later in an artistic way for his dissolving 
zombie stencil images.���

�e pochoirist group Nice Art started as pochoir photographers and did their 
later stencil work with photographers� eyes: �We paid attention to the incidence of the 
sun, which could have a certain e�ect, as well as the nature of the wall that we used, 
which should be as decayed and grainy as possible in terms of color. Our intention 
was to disguise whether it was a freshly sprayed or an older pochoir.���� Although 
site-speci�city was always important for street stencils, this did not usually include 
the quality and texture of a particular surface or wall. Fascist stencils for instance were 
placed on buildings near arterial or radial roads and streets to guarantee good visibility 
for parades. Pignon-Ernest and John Fekner�s stencil works in the ����s and ���s were 
also very site-speci�c. What was exceptional in their work became a criterion for many 
����s pochoirists.

1.4.4.5	 Blek’s Mirrored Stencil and Aérosol’s Non-Filling of 
the Pochoir

Other consequences of the extreme increase in use of image-based stencils over 
letter-based ones during the pochoir movement were little inventions like Blek�s mir-
rored stencils and AØrosol�s use of �non-�lling� stencils.

Blek used his stencils in both directions, a capability of screen printing as well, 
as an advanced version of the stencil technique. �is is not possible with other print-
ing methods, like etching or relief printing. Letter stencils, the predominant form of 
street stencils until about ����, like those of Fekner, would become unreadable if this 
technique were applied; Blek�s running man and rat stencils, on the other hand, could 

	���	 Unicut in Maisenbacher: Gra�ti Kalender ���. Moers ����, p.����. Translation by the author.
	���	 See chapter �.�.�.
	���	 Nice Art in Pochoir ����, p.����, ���.
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run in two directions. �is allowed a more di�erentiated treatment of urban walls, 
left and right corners for instance. �ierry GauthØ�s pochoirs of bats or crickets (in 
French, cricket is �grillon,� which is similar to �grille,� i.e., �pochoir,� but also �strange 
thought�) could also �y in two directions.

Jef AØrosol�s non-�lling of a stencil avoids the normal dictum of the stencil: to �ll 
the cut-out areas completely with color to reconstruct the stenciled image for decipher-
ability. AØrosol demonstrated this non-�lling in the same TV documentary as his slid-
ing stencil.��� He used a stencil tool of a star to just adumbrate an orange star pattern 
on a wall, which he immediately partly over-sprayed with the same star stencil in pink. 
So, the stars were adumbrations rather than fully executed stars, which in turn could 
function as the background pattern of stencils AØrosol then used in traditional ways 
or at least with a more contrasting color, in this case black on orange. �e non-�lling 
made a wall stencil transparent.

1.4.4.6	 Multiple Stencils

John Fekner rarely repeated his often single- or two-word stencils on the same 
walls. Blek and Rou�et started to use multiple stencils on one wall�Rou�et his faces 
or �gures in a row, Blek his rats on the same wall. AØrosol also worked with variations 
of his self-portraits on the same wall, not separated realistically like Blek�s or in a row 
in a pop art style like Rou�et�s, but morphing uncontrolled over the wall.

�e pochoirists revitalized the net of stencils that had already been used by fascists 
from the ����s to ����s, and by Fekner in the ����s. �Midnight Heroes [�] make 
their mark with stencils that they number.���� �ey sprayed their Loulou stencil �� 
times at di�erent locations, as pictured with exact location in the book Vite Fait Bien 
Fait.��� For Bailly, the series is one credo of modernity,��� but series of pochoirs are 
spread throughout the city: �the series does not really appear as a series (as it would, 
for instance, if it were exhibited in an art gallery or museum) although each isolated 
image is determined by the fact that it is part of a series. It might be said that the series 
is not stocked, but rather dispersed throughout the city like a mark or signature. Con-
sequently, the particular serial e�ect which characterizes this pictorial genre is turned 
into a game of hunting down the images in the series. Signs are repeated at di�er-
ent points of town; this repetition, tracing out a circuit, triggers the perception of a 

	���	 Paris insolite. L�art du pochoir, ou les �Murmures impatients� (����, R: Jacques Renard, 
��.� Min.) TC: �.����.� Min. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zCCaBYCD�Qw 
(accessed May 1, 2024).

	���	 Rosine Klatzmann: C�est dans la poche. In: TØlØrama, N° ����, ��.��.����, p.���.
	���	 Nicolas Deville, Marie-Pierre MassØ, Josiane Pinet: Vite Fait Bien Fait. Pochoirs/Stencil Art. 

Paris ����, p.������.
	���	 Jean-Christophe Bailly: Traces. A Preface. In: Joerg Huber: Serigra�tis. Paris ����, p.��.
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network: various series form a narrative network, and each image is at once a fragment 
and an echo of it.���� With each iteration found by the passerby, the motif becomes 
more powerful.

1.4.4.7	 Pochoirs and Color

With the pochoirists, an explosion of color appeared. Although the majority of 
French ����s pochoirs were still black on light background or vice versa, more colors 
were used than before. �A stencil (�grille�) is only sprayed with one color or the motif 
can design the wall with several color components in �owing transitions. Pochoirists 
who want to separate di�erent colors exactly prepare several stencils for a pochoir 
motif.���� �e �owing transitions were new, although not used (or at least not docu-
mented) very often.��� Either this stylistic device was used for variety or diversi�cation 
or, for instance by Rou�et, to color di�erent parts of a stencil of a woman�s face with 
three di�erent colors. He made her hair and ears blue and her left cheek red on a white 
background. Her eyes, nose, and lip.�were painted as black contours on top.�which 
made the face a tricolor with black contours. Rou�et used the colors like a freehand 
painter, as he did not color di�erent cut-out areas in di�erent colors, but faded them.

	���	 Jean-Christophe Bailly: Traces. A Preface. In: Joerg Huber: Serigra�tis. Paris ����, p.�����.
	���	 Maisenbacher ����, p.���.
	���	 See for instance Gamazo ����, p.���� and on the cover.
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2	 Early Street Art Stencils behind the Iron Curtain

2.1	 Conceptual Art & Resistance

2.1.1	 One-off Stencil Pioneers in Poland, 1971–75

Like chapter �.� of this book, this chapter on early Polish street art is mostly 
based on �rst-hand interviews conducted by and with Tomasz Sikorski (���������). 
Not only was he himself a signi�cant stencil artist in Poland in the ����s, he also 
photographically documented street art and gra�ti in Poland starting in ���� and in 
New York from ���� to ����, among it many stencils, and he conducted interviews 
with the main protagonists. Photos and information from the book Gra�ti w Polsce 
: ����-���� (Gra�ti in Poland: ���������),� edited by Sikorski and Marin Rut-
kiewicz, and Sikorski�s online list of photos with short information �Art On �e Streets 
In Poland ����-������ were the basis of this chapter, combined with an in-depth 
interview with Sikorski. As this rich material is available almost exclusively in Polish 
and as the book Gra�ti w Polsce is out of print, this summary from a street stencil 
perspective (enhanced with other sources) is meant to make this content accessible to 
an English-speaking audience.

As early as ����, a piece of conceptual and performance art, a performance-like 
piece that also involved gra�ti and stencils, called Zdarzenie Jednej Niedzieli (One 
Sunday Event) took place in the Polish town of Elbl�g and was documented on [silent] 
�lm� by Stefan Mula (���������).� Under the slogans �Precz z ponuractwem!� (Down 
with gloom!) and �Artyst� jest dzi� ka�dy, kto ma poczucie humoru!� (Anyone with a 
sense of humor is an artist today!), actions were organized in the urban space by Gerard 
Kwiatkowski, Anastazy Wi�niewski, Leszek Przyjemski, Ryszard Tomczyk from Elbl�g, 
and from Warsaw Krzysztof Zar�bski and Marek Konieczny (*����), an important 
Polish performance art pioneer.� At �One Sunday Event,� the artists tried to involve 

	 �	 Tomasz Sikorski, Marcin Rutkiewicz (ed.): Gra�ti w Polsce. Warsaw ����.
	 �	 Tomasz Sikorski: Sztuka Na Ulicach W Polsce ���������/Art On �e Streets In Poland 

���������. zdj�cia/photographs ���������. ��.��.����, http://artonthestreetsinpoland.
blogspot.com/ (accessed May �, ����).

	 �	 Zdarzenie jednej niedzieli, ����, �lm footage, � Min., https://artmuseum.pl/pl/archiwum/
archiwum-polskiego-performansu/����/������ (accessed May �, ����).

	 �	 See short bio of Stefan Mula on the website of the Museum of Archeology and History in 
Elbl�g [Muzeum Archeologiczno-Historyczne w Elbl�gu], https://artmuseum.pl/pl/archi-
wum/archiwum-polskiego-performansu/���� (accessed May �, ����).

	 �	 Marek Konieczny had his retrospective called ��ink Crazy� at the Zach�ta�National 
Gallery of Art in Warsaw in ����, see https://zacheta.art.pl/en/wystawy/marek-konieczny 
(accessed May �, ����).



124 A Street Art History of Stencils

2.1.2	 Birger Jesch’s “Wolf Biermann Allee” Stencil Graffiti in East 
Germany (1976)

On November ��, ����, while the well-known political singer-songwriter was 
on a trip in West Germany, the German Democratic Republic (GDR) leaders barred 
Wolf Biermann (*����) from returning to the GDR, where he�d lived his entire adult 
life. Both GDR sympathizers and opponents, including several prominent intellectu-
als, protested this act. �ere were protests, gra�ti, and pamphlets everywhere���the 
GDR regime counted ��� cases of pro-Biermann gra�ti in the country in the few 
weeks following.�� One example was an anonymous resistance stencil on paper in East 
Berlin: �Holt Biermann in die DDR zurück� [bring Biermann back to the GDR].�� 
�is slogan was combined with a stenciled portrait of Biermann. Such examples are in 
the tradition of classic resistance stencil gra�ti, as with th anti-fascist resistance during 
World War II.

Biermann�s forced expatriation was, however, also a reason for Birger Jesch 
(*������) to paint gra�ti that was more complex than simple activism. Jesch illegally 
stenciled �Wolf Biermann Allee� [Wolf Biermann Avenue] three or four times in the 
university district of Dresden, before midnight, with the help of a friend. Birger Jesch�s 
stencils were removed without a trace the next day and the artist/activist was interro-
gated soon afterwards.�� Although the Stasi (the East German Ministry for State Secu-
rity, more commonly known as the secret police) knew he spray-painted those stencils, 
and although those gra�ti were enough to send him to prison, they did not arrest him 
because they wanted to protect their informant. Only �� years later, after the Wall fell, 
did Jesch �nd out that it was the leader of Dresden�s hippie circle who had snitched. 
Jesch and his friend had been with the group right before going out to stencil, and 
though they did not mention what they planned, the �rst stencil they painted was only 
��� meters away from the snitch�s house. Jesch stenciled the pre-cut �Wolf Biermann 
Allee� at least three times with red car paint from his father�s paint shop: once over a 

	 ��	 Other gra�ti examples see https://www.stasi-mediathek.de/medien/unvollendetes-gra�-
ti-zur-ausbuergerung-wolf-biermanns/blatt/��/ (accessed May �, ����); Bundeszentrale für 
politische Bildung und Robert-Havemann-Gesellschaft e.V. (ed.): Flugblätter und Unter-
schriften gegen Biermanns Ausbürgerung in Halle, December ����, www.jugendopposition.
de/������ (accessed May �, ����).

	 ��	 Bundeszentrale für politische Bildung und Robert-Havemann-Gesellschaft e.V. (ed.): Die 
ganze DDR protestiert gegen Biermanns Ausbürgerung, December ����, www.jugendoppo-
sition.de/������ (accessed May �, ����).

	 ��	 Gra�ti �Holt Biermann in die DDR zurück,� ����, signature: BStU, MfS, BV Bln, 
Abt. XX, Nr. ����, Bl. ��. https://www.stasi-mediathek.de/medien/gra�ti-holt-biermann- 
in-die-ddr-zurueck/blatt/��/ (accessed May �, ����).

	 ��	 According to the website of the Verband Bildender Künstler �üringen e.V. https://www.
vbkth.de/���,���� (accessed May �, ����).

	 ��	 Bernhard van Treeck: Das Große Gra�tilexikon. Berlin ����, p.����.
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So, from then on, SZ did not use stencil gra�ti any more to avoid persecution 
as the KGB had begun to monitor their activities. SZ had planned to do the football 
stencil gra�ti, but did not do it. �ey planned to use them on the same or similar walls 
where fan gra�ti of real football clubs had also appeared. Football fans also used spray 
paint. But the planned SZ stencils were also meant to look like pieces by individual 
fans, and they planned to use their real names�Vadim and Victor�and insult each 
other as individuals.��

In ����, Zakharov retrospectively stated the SZ group was �working on the idea 
of �functioning in culture� and developed new ideas: Filling the Voids, Simulations in 
Culture, Phantoms, Symbiosis, Co-authorships and Bypassing. �ese directions in our 
activity themselves became important terms for the group. But they could all be united 
under the word Activity.��� �eir street stencil activity was �Filling the Voids� (another 
SZ action from December ����) in public space, the simple and clear inscriptions 
were attached anonymously (�Phantoms�) by a group (�Symbiosis, Co-authorships�). 
�e stencils �functioned in culture� or were �functioning normally/properly� as they 
were �Simulations� of authoritarian messages in public space. �e usage of a stencil 
enhances their concept art aim to avoid personal handwriting. In these works�at least 
on the street� the individual artist was replaced with an anonymous collective that 
simulated, quoted, and parodied the simple, short authoritative clearness of street signs 
and military orders but deprived them of the site-speci�city of a street sign; none of 
the terms used bore an obvious reference to the site they were stenciled on. By choos-
ing those particular spots, the stencils were, however, also not far from art locations, 
and they were meant to reach a large general audience. In other words, they were in a 
broader sense implicitly site-speci�c.

SZ stencil gra�ti was similar to (but independent of ) contemporary work by the 
American conceptual artist John Fekner and the Jasper Johns/Robert Indiana-inspired 
English punk band Crass in that it could have been perceived as political and concep-
tual, and was primarily word-based.

2.2	 The Polish Stencil Graffiti Movement in the 1980s

If ����s pioneers like Christian Wabl and Jerzy Treli�ski introduced street stencils 
as a one-o� medium of choice, ����s artists Faustyn Che�mecki (*����) and Tomasz 
Sikorski (���������), at least for a certain period of time, frequently used stencils on 
the street. Che�mecki and Sikorski started a stencil gra�ti boom in Poland (graph��, 

	 ��	 Interview with Vadim Zakharov ��.��.����.
	 ��	 Vadim Zakharov: Actions ��������� � an attempt at a typology, ����, https://www. 

vadimzakharov.com/actions-����-�� (accessed May �, ����).
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gra�ti is all about signing, duplicating your nickname. One of the worst things that 
brought the turn of the late ����s was the shift from �we� to �me�. Symptomatic that it 
was then that someone began to attach my stencils with their signature.���

From ���� to ����, in his stencil period, Sikorski co-directed (with Jerzy Onuch 
and Joanna Kiliszek) the Workshop Dziekanka, an interdisciplinary artistic and edu-
cational center of the Academy of Fine Arts and the Academy of Music in Warsaw. 
�Dziekanka� was at that time one of the most important places of alternative culture 
in Warsaw, hosting both new expression painters like �Gruppa� as well as punk bands 
Dezerter and TZN Xenna.�� Like in Germany, France, the Netherlands, the UK and 
the US, punk and stencils were also closely related in Poland. Dariusz Paczkowski saw 
his stencil designs at punk concerts painted on leather jackets.�� Sikorski stopped street 
stenciling at the end of ����, as many other stencilers and other gra�ti had started.

In June ����, Sikorski (in cooperation with Ewa Gorz�dek) was the curator 
of the exhibition �Sztuka szablonu (antyplakat)� [�e art of stencil (anti poster)] at 
the Center for Contemporary Art at the Ujazdowski Castle in Warsaw. After �Sztuce 
szablonowej� [Stencil Art] at Galeria W Pasa� in Wroc�aw in ����, this was the second 
presentation of street stencils at an art institution in Poland.��

2.3	 Short Conclusions

�e small-format, monochrome, mostly text-heavy conceptual art stencils behind 
the Iron Process of the ����s were mostly illegal, and even the rare sanctioned stencil 
in Poland would appear to be illegal to the uninformed viewer. Apart from Wabl, they 
were heavily integrated into performances in Poland, but the performative element was 
also important for Jesch and the SZ group (�g. ��), as the illegality in the case of SZ 
reinforced the absurd character, as the involuntary art appraisers on the street had to 
ask themselves under what circumstances these messages got there. In each case, the 
use of stencils made sense to lead away from the classic �art� character. Trelinski chose 
the clear and repetitive design and advertising optics, Wabl, Jesch and SZ the stenciled 
information sign, and the Sunday Event crude childish stencils to point out to pass-
ersby in the public space that these works were about ideas, concepts and utopias, not 
about a �classic� painterly or illusionistic art. In all cases, a political, critical element 

	 ��	 Dariusz Paczkowski in Sikorski/Rutkiewicz ����, p. ��.
	 ��	 http://cultural-opposition.eu/registry/?uri=http://courage.btk.mta.hu/courage/individual/

n����� (accessed May �, ����).
	 ��	 Dariusz Paczkowski in Sikorski/Rutkiewicz ����, p. ��.
	 ��	 Sikorski/Rutkiewicz ����, p. ���. On the ��-piece postcard-set issued with the show at 

Ujazdowski Castle the show was alternatively entitled �Szablon/Sztuka Miasta� [Stencil/Art 
of the City or: Stencil/City Art], ��.��.���� do ��.��.����, https://mediateka.u-jazdowski.
pl/zasoby/sztuka-szablonu-��������� (accessed May �, ����).
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3	 (Graffiti) Stencils in Düsseldorf/Cologne and Beyond

3.1	 From Christof Kohlhöfer to Punk Stencils

Christof Kohlhöfer (*����) had already begun using stencils, although not in 
public space, in the late ����s.� He grew up in the post-war spa town Bad Nauheim. 
Despite its proximity to Frankfurt am Main and Hitler�s command complex, Bad 
Nauheim was not bombed in WWII. Shortly after the end of the war, the US Army 
set up several military and civil administrative o�ces in the hotels and villas due to 
the minor war damage. Elvis Presley did his military service there. As a boy, Kohlhöfer 
watched US soldiers stenciling their vehicles with airbrush paint. When he cut some 
himself to use them for shadow puppetry, his mother told him to go to the soldiers 
as they might spray-paint his stencils as well, but he was too shy. Photos from WWII 
show that soldiers used prefabricated stencils to either airbrush or brush-paint on their 
vehicles or they marked the contours of the letters and numbers of the stencil with a 
white pen and then hand-painted them with a brush and bucket of paint.� Like John 
Fekner, Kohlhöfer had his �rst contact with stencils via utilitarian military stencils in 
the ����s.

Kohlhöfer�s relatives had a boarding house for married American soldiers. �e sol-
diers and their wives left American comics and lifestyle magazines like Vogue there�a 
source of inspiration for the later Pop Art-inspired Kohlhöfer. He used spray paint, 
mostly Buntlack, as soon as it became available in Germany. Previously, he had used 
an airbrush container with di�erent colors, but it was expensive, di�cult, and messy 
to handle, especially when changing colors.� In the late ����s, at the Düsseldorf Art 
Academy (Kunstakademie Düsseldorf ), Kohlhöfer was a student of Joseph Beuys 
(���������). In the ����s and ���s, the neighboring cities of Düsseldorf and Cologne 
formed the center of the German art world, with Beuys as the central �gure. Later, in 
the early ����s, a lively stencil sprayer scene emerged there.

Kohlhöfer sometimes collaborated with Sigmar Polke (���������).� Both were 
students of Karl Otto Götz and Beuys. Polke, who had lived in Cologne since ����, 
also used stencils starting in the late ����s, not on the street, but on canvas. Stahl and 

	 �	 Kohlhöfer interviewed by the author, Hannnover, ��.��.����.
	 �	 See historical photos in Sylvia Steinho�: Some thoughts to the markings of �/� ton Dodge 

in WW�, ��.��.����, https://www.command-car.com/technik/technikmarkings.html 
(accessed May �, ����) and in Army Vehicle Marking, Custom-Made Military Unit & Vehi-
cle Marking, Decals & Paint Masks Stencils: How to Apply�WWII�Military Paint Masks 
Stencils�Instruction Video, ��.��.����, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nS��I�PYNag 
(accessed May �, ����).

	 �	 Kohlhöfer interviewed by the author, Hannnover, ��.��.����.
	 �	 Polke and Kohlhöfer were also both pupils of K.[arl] O.[tto] Götz (���������).
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3.2	 A German Stencil Graffiti Movement ca. 1982–1995

Starting in ����, works made and inspired by the so-called Sprayer of Zurich, 
Harald Naegeli, shaped the perception of what is understood by the word �gra�ti� in 
both Switzerland and Germany, due to massive press coverage of his works and his later 
criminal conviction. �ese works were illegal line drawings created in outdoor public 
spaces, and were independent of a punk context. �ough Walter Dahn and other art 
academy artists from the artist group Mülheimer Freiheit sometimes worked illegally 
on the street,�� as did the former GDR painter A.R. Penck,�� they were mainly con-
cerned with legal works in a gallery context. �ese wild painters (Junge Wilde) came 
after punk, and they did not use stencils. But the next generation of artists in Düs-
seldorf and Cologne, from the early ����s onwards, who chose to work in the street 
rather than in a gallery context, used stencils more frequently (graph��, chapter �.�). I 
call these artists early street artists or proto-street artists, as street art as a concept didn�t 
take shape until the late ����s, although the term was used much earlier with di�erent 
meanings or in di�erent contexts than in ����. As with comparable and contemporary 
stencil gra�ti movements in France (graph �, chapter �.�) or Poland (graph �, chapter 
�.�), there were also many anonymous stencilists among them.

Christoph Maisenbacher stated in late ���� that stencil gra�ti appeared �ve years 
after the French pochoirists also in Germany, i.e., not before ����/��.�� In many West 
German cities, stencil gra�ti appeared in the mid-����s. A richly illustrated article in 
German mass media magazine Der Spiegel from ���� printed photos of stencil gra�ti 
from West German cities like Cologne, West Berlin, Hamburg, Munich and implied 
that Christoph Maisenbacher�s (German) publications on (mostly French) pochoirs 
were responsible for the increase of stencil gra�ti in Germany at the time of publica-
tion (����). However, the article also quotes German stencilist Matthias Beyer from 
near Frankfurt who claims to have started street stenciling �years ago.��� Beyer, alias 
MAZ, started in ���� with both freehand style-writing and stencil gra�ti and was 
still doing gra�ti with stencils in ����.�� Similar to Maisenbacher, van Treeck stated: 
�In Germany, too, Blek�s pochoirs were not without consequences. �ere have been 

	 ��	 Bernhard Van Treeck: Das große Gra�ti Lexikon. Berlin ����, p. �����.
	 ��	 Bernhard Van Treeck: Das große Gra�ti Lexikon. Berlin ����, p. �������.
	 ��	 Maisenbacher ����/��, p. ��.
	 ��	 Gra�ti. Wandkunst nach Schablone. Sprühende Phantasie. Der Spiegel, Nr. ��, ����, 

p.����.
	 ��	 Bernhard Van Treeck: Gra�ti Kalender ���. Moers ����. Unpaged; Bernhard Van Treeck 

����, p. ���.
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and Chou (Aachen, since ����),�� Stan [Sven Gräler]�� (Hannover, since April ����),�� 
FAC (Münster, since ca. ����), ATAK (Berlin, since ca. ����),�� but also anony-
mous stencils in Heidelberg or East Berlin.�� In East Berlin, four artists (Detlef Beck 
[*����], Anke Feuchtenberger [*����], Holger Fickelscherer [*����], and Henning 
Wagenbreth [*����]) founded the collective �PGH Glühende Zukunft� [PGH radiant 
future],�� and were active with stencils and gra�ti from ���� to ����.��

�e most well-known of these early Cologne proto-street artists, and the one 
who has worked the most persistently up until today, is �omas Baumgärtel (*����), 
known as the Banana Sprayer. He spread his two-layer banana stencils all over Ger-
many, starting in late ���� in Cologne. Reminiscent of Andy Warhol�s ���� cover 
artwork for the Velvet Underground�s debut album and of Blek le Rat�s early banana 
stencils, Baumgärtel, unlike Krips, primarily used one motif in variations, a strategy 
perfect for a pictorial technique made for repetition like the stencil technique. At the 
same time, this strategy is similar to the gra�ti tag of the slowly emerging style-writing 
gra�ti, which became more and more dominant since being introduced in Europe 
through movies, music videos, and visiting American gra�ti writers starting in the late 
����s.

3.3	 King Pin, West German (Stencil) Graffiti Pioneer

In the last days of ����,�� in the little town of Brühl outside Cologne, a ��-year-
old King Pin [Christian Wolf ] (*����) started to do leftist and other slogan gra�ti 
under the radar. In early ����, before he learned of style-writing, he began to do free-
hand pictorial gra�ti. He also started to work with stencils, including mid-size three-
color anti-surveillance protest stencils of barcodes in his school. From September�� or 
October�� of ���� onwards, he also worked in the American tradition of style-writing 

	 ��	 Pencl (*����, Aachen), Chou (*����, Aachen). Bernhard Van Treeck: Gra�ti Kalender ���. 
Moers ����. Unpaged; Bernhard Van Treeck: Gra�ti Lexikon. Moers ����, p. ��, ���, see 
also Collection Herbert Jennerich; for an interview with Pencl see �omas Weyres, Robert 
Kaltenhäuser, Myriam Kroll, Frank Pohle (eds.): Aix Vandals. Gra�ti und Writing in Aachen 
���������. Aachen ����, p. �����.

	 ��	 Sven Gräler. Oktober ����, https://www.artfactory-jalokivi.com/sven-grler (accessed May �, ����).
	 ��	 Stan (*��.�.����) started stenciling in April ����. Bernhard Van Treeck: Gra�ti Kalender 

���. Moers ����. Unpaged.
	 ��	 Bernhard Van Treeck/Sibylle Metze-Prou: Pochoirs. Berlin ����, p. �������.
	 ��	 Bernhard Van Treeck: Gra�ti Kalender ���. Moers ����. Unpaged.
	 ��	 PGH = Produktionsgenossenschaft des Handwerks, an o�cial GDR term used in an ironic way.
	 ��	 PGH Glühende Zukunft. Exhibition catalogue. Galerie am Chamissoplatz. Berlin ����.
	 ��	 Bernhard van Treek: Street Art Köln. Moers ����, p. ���.
	 ��	 King Pin interview with the author, ��.��.����.
	 ��	 Helmut Gaihser: King Pin hat KBE Tunnel verziert. In: Kölner Stadtanzeiger Nr. ���, 

KL���, Cologne, ��.��.����.
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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 ����s, for instance on banners and placards during protests surrounding the 
Vietnam War,� or, in ����, for posters by the San Francisco Diggers, a radical commu-
nity-action theater group in that city.�

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 ����,� and Chaz Bojórquez 
began stencil gra�ti in Los Angeles in the same year.

Also in ����, New York kitsch artist �omas Lanigan-Schmidt designed stenciled 
street posters that led to his studio exhibition ��� blocks south of ��th street.�� �ere 
were many important galleries on ��th Street, which was still the case in the late ����s, 
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 ��th street with this work,�� when he showed his slideshow work to a gallerist there.

In mid-����, a group of artists founded Grupo Suma at Ricardo Rocha�s Visual 
Experimentation Workshop at the San Carlos Art Academy in Mexico City. Until ����, 
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.�

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

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

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

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

	 �	 John Fekner: Post No Bills/Post No Dreams Winter �����, https://johnfekner.com/ 
feknerArchive/?p=���� (accessed May��, ����).

	 �	 Shifra Goldman: Dimensions of the Americas: Art and Social Change in Latin America 
and the United States. Chicago ����, p.��������, Charmaine Picard: �e Art of Urban 
Recycling: �e Artist Collective Suma, ���������. University of Chicago ����. http://
lanic.utexas.edu/project/ilassa/conference/����/papers/picard/picard�.htm (accessed May��, 
����).
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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 �rst 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 ����, three years after Pignon-Ernest, 
Bojórquez used a single stencil motif (�g.���) in East Los Angeles. He was already 
active in Mexican-American street calligraphy, a.k.a. Cholo gra�ti. His contribution 
to the history of street art was little known before ����, when he appeared in the Los 
Angeles gra�ti video documentary Gra�ti VeritØ.��

Bojórquez called his stenciled tag �Seæor Suerte,� literally translated �Mr. Lucky,� 
which he spray-painted for the �rst time to a stairway pillar at the Arroyo Seco Park 
Freeway in ���� (�g.���). He �rst tried it freehand, but it came out badly,�� similar to 
Blek�s in Paris a dozen years later. �en he cut his visual stencil tag from thick plastic 
foil.�� Bojórquez created Seæor Suerte as an alter ego of himself at that time: �I�m 
part Hollywood, I�m part hippie, and I�m part chicano.��� Seæor Suerte was a slightly 
smiling human skull inspired by the Mexican Day of the Dead celebration (�part chi-
cano�), his bone hand holding his �ngers crossed for luck�that made him Mr. Lucky. 
Mr. Lucky holds his crossed �ngers closed to his mouth, recalling the way a smoker 
would hold a cigarette. �e 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 ��s in the movies�.�� Although Bojórquez 
was not an African American, he identi�ed 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 
����s 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 gra�ti, which has a history in Los Angeles 
dating back to the ����s. Quid pro quo, the Seæor Suerte tag later inspired local gangs, 

	 ��	 Gra�ti Verite. Read �e Writing on the Wall (����, dir. Bob Bryan, ��.�� min.) TC: �.���
�.��min., https://www.dailymotion.com/video/x��o��r (accessed May��, ����).

	 ��	 Nikki Columbus/ Je�rey Deitch (ed.): Art in the Streets, catalog, MOCA Los Angeles. New 
York ����, p.����.

	 ��	 Nikki Columbus/ Je�rey Deitch (ed.): Art in the Streets, catalog, MOCA Los Angeles. New 
York ����, p.����.

	 ��	 Chaz Bojórquez interviewed by Bayou Bennett and Daniel Lir on Los Angeles TV show �e 
Dream State, Youtube, ��.��.����, https://youtu.be/�rCvFn�xrFk?t=�� (accessed May��, 
����).

	 ��	 Chaz Bojórquez interviewed by Bayou Bennett and Daniel Lir on Los Angeles TV show �e 
Dream State, Youtube, ��.��.����, https://youtu.be/�rCvFn�xrFk?t=�� (accessed May��, 
����); the movie character pimp daddy is usually rather typical of ����s Blaxploitation 
movies.
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In the �rst  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-
�t, spray can and cardboard stencil tool next to him, clearly holding the �rst photo 
in his hand, next to the stenciled text on the sidewalk. �e 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. �e process of taking and 
developing an instant photo on the spot took about the same as spraying the stencil. 
In June ����, they placed a newspaper advertisement in the personals column of the 
Toronto Daily Star every day for a week.�� �ese ads consisted of the same four bold 
capital letter words only: �AIR EARTH FIRE WATER.���

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. �is applies also to other conceptual art pieces by Pignon-Ernest, Treli�ski, 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. �e  stencil (see book cover), 
similar to Daniel Buren�s stripes (wheat pasted on the street since ����) or Treli�ski�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 ����, street art pioneer John Fekner (*����) started to work with letter stencils 
in the outskirts of New York. Mainly with �few word message��� 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 

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

	 ��	 Before that, still in ����, 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 ����, p.��; https://
www.aci-iac.ca/art-books/general-idea/biography/ (accessed May��, ����).

	 ��	 John Fekner interviewed by Sean Corcoran: A Conversation with John Fekner, ��.��.����. 
In: Luca Ciancabilla, Christian Omodeo (ed.): Street Art. Banksy & Co. L�Arte Allo Stato 
Urbano. Bologna ����, p.����.
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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 ������ (even Paul McCartney 
posed with it), Fekner�s main self-authorized stencil �uvre between ���� and ���� 
made him more of a �road artist��� than a �street artist,� as most works were primarily 
accessible and visible via car on major roads outside residential areas. �is also meant 
they were large enough to be read from afar. �As a painter in the early ����s, 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.���

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

�Like conceptual art and Pop, gra�ti questions the context in which art is appre-
ciated.��� Although Fekner started stenciling illegally in urban spaces in ����, 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 ���� one and as an �environmental conceptual artist.��� 
When asked in ���� how he would have described his street art of the late ����s to 
someone at that time, Fekner also answered: ��ey were basically environmental mes-
sages that were conceptual based. So, you could say Conceptual Art, Environmental 
Art.���

Fekner�s �rst 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 ����. His message �WHite Lake OR BuST�� referred to Woodstock�s original 
location White Lake near Bethel, NY.�� Before that, Fekner recognized the military sig-
nature stencils on his �family�s army artifacts� from the wars his uncles or older cousins 

	 ��	 John Fekner, Post No Dreams, March ����, Grand Central Station ��nd St., https://www.
instagram.com/p/CPEWgFNl�z�/ (accessed May��, ����).

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

	 ��	 John Fekner interviewed by Peter Fend, July ����, in: John Fekner: Stencil Projects. Lund 
and New York ���������. Edition Sellem. Lund July ����. Unpaged [page ��].

	 ��	 Richard Goldstein: �e Fire Down Below. In: �e Village Voice. New York, ��.December 
����, p.���. Goldstein spoke about gra�ti by gra�ti writers like Futura���� or Dondi but 
also by street artists like Fekner or Basquiat. 

	 ��	 Urban Pulses: �e Artist and �e City. Exhibition catalog, Pittsburgh Center of the Arts, 
��.��.���.��.����, p.��. https://www.instagram.com/p/CTDXjmlFQ��/ (accessed May��, 
����). In this show Fekner exhibited together with David Wojnarowicz and Keith Haring 
who both also worked with stencils�although Haring only once.

	 ��	 Fekner interviewed by the author, ��.��.����.
	 ��	 John Fekner: Luv Flowers ����, http://johnfekner.com/feknerArchive/?cat=��� (accessed 

May��, ����), illustrated by Fekner on Instagram, https://www.instagram.com/p/BRbxL-
�l-iW/ (accessed May��, ����).
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4.3.2	 First Street Stencil Series: Random Dates, 1976–78

Fekner is �rst and foremost known as a political letter stencil artist, although his 
�rst street stencils in winter ����/�� were about individual perception and memory 
rather than social or political issues. His �rst stencil series, the Random Dates (�g.���), 
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.���� Fekner used �past, present 
and future dates,���� for instance �May ����,���� �Fall ����,���� �Fall ����,���� or �Fall 
�������� on �sites that were alongside highways and roadways.���� 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 Brooker��� and 
Kraftwerk mastermind Ralf Hütter,��� and published his street photos of the Random 
Dates in an artist book in ����: �Gary Hütter: Random Dates in Queens, N.Y. Stencil 
and Spray Paint.��� 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.

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

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

Fekner, �� × � inch [��,�� × ��,�� cm]. Signed in pencil on reverse, http://gallery.��bowery.
com/����/may-����-stencil-late-����s/ (accessed May��, ����).

	���	 John Fekner, Fall ����, stencil [tool], hand-cut cardboard with spray paint residue by John 
Fekner, �� × � inch [��,�� × ��,�� cm]. Signed in pencil on reverse, http://gallery.��bowery.
com/����/fall-����-stencil-late-����s/ (accessed May��, ����).

	���	 John Fekner, Fall ����, photo reproduction in Ulrich BlanchØ: Blek vs. Banksy. Von Polkes 
Stencilkunst zu Banksys Street Art. In: Artmapp, nr. ��, summer ����, p.���, https://issuu.
com/artmappgmbh/docs/artmapp_��_issuu (accessed May��, ����).

	���	 John Fekner, Fall ����, photo reproduction in http://johnfekner.com/feknerArchive/
wp-content/uploads/����/��/random-���.jpg (accessed May��, ����).

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

	���	 Fekner interviewed Brooker around ���� and Brooker got a work by Fekner. Fekner inter-
view by the author, ����, part �, TC: ��.��.

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

published, New York ����. One copy is in the library of the MoMA, New York.
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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. � went �undetected� in P.S. � like chameleons, and the road 
stencils looked just like normal o�cial road signature stencils used on locations like 
that. �e Random Dates also appeared o�cial at �rst 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 o�cial 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.�����

4.3.3	 Urban Decay Series, 1978–83

�e Random Dates were not fully site-speci�c yet, but the works of Fekner�s later 
DECAY stencil series were in situ �Warning Signs� (as Fekner called them)��� 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 ������� stenciled on. 
�is Rust Decay series was a combination of his new Urban Decay series along with 
the Random Dates (����) 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 ����.

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

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

May��, ����).
	���	 John Fekner: John Fekner�s Top �� Clunkers, http://johnfekner.com/feknerArchive/ 

?p=����more-���; detail http://�.bp.blogspot.com/_wRLES�t�bfc/Sn�qxjBZWqI/
AAAAAAAABE�/fQSxg�IXdWw/s���/rustoldwestbury.jpg (all accessed May��, ����).

	���	 John Fekner interviewed by Lorraine Inzalaco and Leslie Lalehzar, in: Queens Council 
on the Arts (ed.): Queens Artists and �eir Studios: A Documentation. New York ����, 
p.������, here p.���.

	���	 John Fekner interviewed by Lorraine Inzalaco and Leslie Lalehzar, in: Queens Council 
on the Arts (ed.): Queens Artists and �eir Studios: A Documentation. New York ����, 
p.������, here p.���.
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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. �at�s how I used it [�].����

�e most widely known works from the Urban Decay series are the so-called 
Charlotte Street stencils, painted in late July/early August ���� 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 ����. A large 
DECAY stencil formed the background for a press conference American presidential 
candidate Ronald Reagan gave on August �, ����, documented on national TV and in 
print press.��� 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 ����.��� 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. �e local American foot-
ball team in Gorman Park was later called Itchycoo Chiefs. �e 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 ����.���

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

�e majority of Fekner�s stencils were text, not images. In the late ����s, 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. �ey were projects that were being done for the truckers and people always on 
the move. People involved with transport. �ey were the only ones going into those 
areas to deliver re�ned oil or cardboard boxes or whatever. �e main point was to give 
them certain identi�cations of the area and to also put some mystery into it. We were 
using industrial symbols; �hazard,� �asbestos,� �foreign carbons,� �PHV.� �ings that are 
harmful to the environment and in turn to the individual.���� Starting in ����, Fekner 

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

Chants. ��.��.����, Section A, p ��; John Fekner: Charlotte Street, South Bronx, NY 
August ����, http://johnfekner.com/feknerArchive/?p=�� (accessed May��, ����).

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

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

on the Arts (ed.): Queens Artists and �eir Studios: A Documentation. New York ����, 
p.������, here p.���.
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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 ���� onwards.��� 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 ����s and early ����s. 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.

	���	 Marc H. Miller: �I�d date the East Village art scene as beginning in ����.� Miss Rosen: 
Marc H. Miller and Barry Blinderman re�ect on the Village of the ���s and ���s, when 
Reaganomics inspired Keith Haring to stick it to the man. Document journal, ��.��.����, 
https://www.documentjournal.com/����/��/the-explosive-rise-and-inevitable-downfall-of-
the-east-village-art-scene/ (accessed May �, ����).

Fig.�28: John Fekner, 1600 MATINECOCK INDIANS 1979 , �rst 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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