A London Graffiti Art Show Was Shut Down
Because of... Graffiti

A profane message about King Charles was not even part of the show.
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A show of graffiti art at London’s Piccadilly Circus that included Banksyand other prominent
practitioners of the form was shut down on Thursday over—well, kids, it was shut down over
graffiti.

The show, “Long Dark Tunnel,” had been open for three weeks and had welcomed thousands of
visitors, according to the organizer, Arts Arkade. Prominent artists like 10Foot, Tox, and Fume
were also on the roster.

The venue for the show, just steps from Piccadilly Circus, is owned by the Crown Estate, which
belongs to the monarch and manages a real estate portfolio reportedly worth about $20.4 billion.
The show was organized along with the London publication Big Issue, which is part of Big Issue
Group, a social enterprise and B corporation founded in 1991 with the goal “to help millions of
people in the U.K. affected by poverty to earn, learn and thrive.”

A tag reading “Fuck the King” appeared partway through the show’s run along with other
incidents of vandalism, and the Crown Estate, according to the Times of London, pressured Arts
Arkade to deal with the damage.

“Following serious incidents of vandalism and criminal damage to Arts Arkade and some of our
neighbors’ buildings,” the organization said on Instagram, “we have regretfully taken the
decision to close the ‘Long Dark Tunnel’ exhibition earlier than scheduled. The criminal damage
we’ve experienced is totally unacceptable and is not a matter we take lightly.”

Banksy and Tox go way back. The anonymous artist actually created a work on the subject of
Tox in Camden Town in 2011. It shows a small child with a soap bubble wand, out of which a
Tox tag seems to emerge. Tox had recently been sentenced to 27 months for his activities, with
the prosecutor criticizing his work by telling the court, “He is no Banksy.”

10Foot was not shy in the wake of the show’s closure, telling the Times:“It's the same old story:
we’re treated as antisocial idiots and they won’t engage in dialogue with us when we do
something widely recognized as positive. Getting bullied by the powerful really makes you feel
like a fox being chased by the hunt.

“We threw everything at this show with nothing but good, generative intention,” he continued.
“People have come from all over the country in their hundreds. We raised hundreds of
thousands for homeless people. But when someone’s written ‘f*** the King’ in the middle of the


https://news.artnet.com/about/brian-boucher-244
https://news.artnet.com/art-world/who-is-banksy-we-rank-the-ten-most-plausible-theories-699059
https://www.instagram.com/p/DIPLGjcoaxz/

night, we’ve been told we’re a risk and they have pulled the plug. They could clean it off but
instead they’d prefer to throw us under the bus.”

During the show’s run, there were also incidents involving promotional posters and some
apparent guerrilla postering, according to the Times, which indicated that workers apparently in
Crown Estate-issued outfits removed a promotional poster outside the show. “Soon after the
large poster was replaced by smaller posters,” wrote the paper, “with the artists’ tags above red
Latin script reading graf scriptores decollabuntur—meaning graffiti artists ‘will be decapitated.”
The party responsible for the threatening posters is apparently unknown.

“We cannot comment on an ongoing police investigation,” said a representative of the Crown
Estate in an email, which also named Arts Arkade as the one responsible for shutting the show
down. Arts Arkade did not respond to a request for comment.

This wouldn’t be the first time that a graffiti exhibition seemed to inspire unwanted imitators.
When Jeffrey Deitch, the art dealer who briefly served as director of the Los Angeles Museum of
Contemporary Art, unveiled his “Art in the Streets” show in 2011, the Los Angeles Times wrote
that the police department reported an uptick in graffiti and vandalism in the museum’s Little
Tokyo neighborhood.
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Reflection on Street Art Museums: A
Contradictory Institutionalisation

Do street art museums actually exist? If you enter ‘street art
museum’ in an internet browser, you will get results and probably
lists of such museums. Thus, yes, they do exist in a physical
sense. However, doesn't institutionalising street art by creating
dedicated museums go against the very essence of street art?

To reflect on this subject, | examine two very different approaches, those of The Street Art
Museum Amsterdam (SAMA) and the Urban Nation Museum in Berlin, two institutions that focus
on street art and its preservation.

From ‘graffiti’ to ‘street art’

Different researchers date the origins of street art in different eras; | would argue that street art
began developing in the second half of 20th century — more specifically in the 60s and 70s —,
along hip-hop culture in New York. At the time, hip-hop culture was a product of the ghettos,
allowing marginalised minorities to express their voices. One of its main aims was to stop
violence and give the youth a different form of expression (Chang 2007). The four main
elements of hip-hop culture — DJing, MCing, b-boying, and graffiti (Light & Tate 2019) —
eventually split and developed separately.

The evolution of graffiti gave rise to what we now call street art. Street art is an umbrella term
that incorporates various types of art that one can find in the streets. The best-known
techniques used by artists are: graffiti (usually done only with spray or airbrush), sticker art (art
produced beforehand in a studio and later glued to walls), stencil art (artist produces at least a
few cutouts in order to spray over them to create the artwork), and murals (the artwork is
painted over a large surface). Nevertheless, many different innovations in street art are hard to
classify.

A reflection on street art institutionalisation

Although street art is still mainly practised illegally, it gradually gained legitimacy and found its
way into museums. The most common question that arose (and is still being asked) was then
the following: should street art, which is supposed to be out in the streets, contemporary and
interchangeable, now find itself ‘locked up’ in museums and galleries?



The street was indeed meant to be both the gallery and the museum. Furthermore, street art
was also in public spaces to create dialogue: it challenged the rules of society because of its
illegality, and also contributed to shape diverse discourses, especially those related to political
or societal issues.

If we go back to the fact that street art was a voice of marginalised communities, by entering
institutions that have rules and have been seen as places of privilege, but also oppression,
doesn’t street art lose its very own original and free voice? Yet, by entering such institutions,
street art gains first and foremost, legality, and a way of being seen by and presented to an
audience. By being recognised by these institutions, street artists also get a chance to gain
recognition for their work, and possibly make a career.

Although street art might be losing its very nature and intent, it is also gaining a lot. Many art
forms or styles that challenged the very idea of art or a museum, are now part of some of the
most famous collections in the world, taking their place in art history.

The Street Art Museum Amsterdam (SAMA)

The Street Art Museum Amsterdam is an ecomuseum that has a strong relationship with its
neighborhood, Nieuw West. Most of the museum’s 300 or so artworks are spread around the
district, which means that visiting the ‘museum’ offers an opportunity to learn a lot about its
surroundings.

The artworks that comprise the ‘museum’ are not taken away from the streets but remain out
there, available to everyone. The museum doesn’t own any of the walls on which the works are
displayed, except one small central building covered in street art, which mainly serves for
administrative purposes. Most of the artworks in this collection have been commissioned or
created by hosting various events. Sometimes, even the inhabitants of the area have been
included when deciding on the content of these artworks. Therefore, even though SAMA
‘solved’ the problem of how to present street art in its natural environment, we can’t help but
wonder if something commissioned can really be considered ‘street art’. Taking into account that
the community in this area is very marginalised, and the area is considered to be a ghetto, we
could say that this gives in some way a voice to the marginalised, however, the voices of the
artists depend on others.

Yet, another issue — a practical one — arises: as stated before, the museum owns a very small
building, and all of the other pieces are spread throughout the neighborhood. Therefore, the
museum does not technically own any of the artworks. If one of these walls is torn down, the
museum collection will lose one of its pieces, even if the documentation of its existence will
remain. Hence, we can ask ourselves: Is SAMA preserving the concept and phenomenon of
street art rather than the works in its neighborhood?

The Urban Nation Museum, Berlin



The Urban Nation Museum in Berlin is more conventional: it has a building and operates like a
traditional museum. The majority of the collection is housed inside the museum building and the
largest part of artworks is done in traditional forms (such as paintings, sculptures, videos, etc.)
with a twist and in techniques typically used for street art. There are only a few ‘actual’ street art
pieces located in the streets close to the building, which is, itself, covered in art.

Even if most of the collection is not what we would consider street art pieces, this is not the first
time that street art has been done in traditional art forms. It already happened, for example, in
New York in 1973, when graffiti artists exhibited their artworks on canvases at Razor Gallery in
SoHo (Blocal & Pope n.d.). Therefore, one can’t help but wonder if this is a way for institutions
to bend and shape street art to their needs. If street art loses its spontaneity, message, and is
no longer a thought provoking form of expression, nothing is left of it, but a style.

Conclusion

It could be argued that both SAMA and the Urban Nation Museum Berlin ‘only’ preserve and
communicate the concept and the phenomenon of street art by safeguarding heritage. However,
they also create bridges between the marginalised and the mainstream. Street art deserves to
be researched and preserved in its own way, but the way in which it can be shown and
preserved while respecting its nature, remains to be defined.
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