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Abstract
Street and urban creativity is a global phenomenon and graffiti art is one of its manifestations. This article briefly discusses

some approaches to photography as to one of the main visual research methods in the research of graffiti art works. More-

over, a framework for the classification of information contained in photographs of graffiti art works is proposed. A three level
system of classification is introduced based on a provided example.
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1.1 Introduction

trace back the origins of the graffiti art culture, in New York

The dynamic research field of ‘Street and Urban Creativity’

teacher, artist and art historian Jack Stewart (1926–2005),

ranging from performing arts to diverse visual forms of self-

opmental stages of graffiti art on the sides of subway trains

troversial, form of street and urban creativity (Ganz, 2004;

York City of the 1970s-80s were “destroyed” by the Metro-

graffiti art (Ganter, 2013).

historian Margo Thompson (2009: 7). These early pieces of

piece, throw-up and character. The roots of graffiti art are

a unique form of expression to tourists visiting New York

1974) and in New York City of the early 1970s (Castleman,

graphs are still, till the present day, not only very important

non started spreading to the rest of the world, from the East

they are equally significant for researchers who make use of

Kramer, 2009).

Nowadays it is profitable to make use of the available digi-

search instruments in the study of the ‘graffiti art’ phenom-

photographic visual archives for research purposes.2 Several

portant in the graffiti art research, as graffiti art works are

art are discussed in the next section 2.1.3

City of the 1970s, only due to the matchless research of the

is very wide. This area includes various forms of expression

who tirelessly and systematically photographed the devel-

expression. One global and relatively unified, but also con-

(Stewart, 2009; Duncan, 2010). All early graffiti art from New

Austin, 2010; Schacter, 2013) is represented in the form of

politan Transit Authority, as was also remarked by the art

Graffiti art is characterized by four visual forms (genres): tag,

graffiti art were destroyed, even though they represented

located in Philadelphia of the late 1960s (Ley and Cybriwsky,

(Chalfant and Prigoff, 1987: 7; Austin, 2001: 2-5). Photo-

1982; Stewart, 1989). This predominantly urban phenome-

to the graffiti artists who produce them, (Snyder, 2006), but

Coast of the USA, in the 1980s (Chalfant and Prigoff, 1987;

the “photo elicitation” research method (Snyder, 2009: 196).

This article discuses photography as one of the main re-

tal technology, which allows researchers to create their own

enon. This visual method of investigation is extremely im-

suggestions on how to take optimal photographs of graffiti

very ephemeral. A photograph is mostly the solitary proof

Further, this article proposes a supplementary three level

embodies ‘only’ a representation of a ‘real’ graffiti art work.

of graffiti art (see section 3.1); this form of ‘database’ is an

such works are whitewashed. We are able today to visually

The proposed classification system of information aims to

1

of existence of a graffiti art work, even though a photograph

classification system of the information from photographs

Habitually graffiti art is painted over with new graffiti art or

extension of the visual data contained in a graffiti art work.
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provide a possible directional orientation for fellow research-

ers in the data gathering process in regards to graffiti art. The
framework is derived mainly from research conducted in the
Information, Computer and Library sciences (Shatford, 1986;
Layne, 1994; Berinstein, 1999; Jaimes and Chang, 2000;

Jörgensen et al., 2001; Layne, 2002; Hixson, 2003; Hollink et
al., 2004; Gottlieb, 2006). The classification system of information is profitable in particular to art historians, but also to

other investigators studying the visual culture of graffiti artists. The proposed conceptual framework is specially customized for maximum impact in the data gathering process.

The framework could provide international researchers with

a unified approach towards graffiti art. This suggested clas4

sification system was developed based on my long personal

experience in this specific up-and-coming research field, as

there is a need for accurate and appropriate information in
regard to graffiti art.

To conclude, this article discusses photography as one of
the key research methods in graffiti art research. The ephem-

eral nature of graffiti art conditions researchers to quickly

acquire the ‘right’ image for their own research purposes.

Techniques such as the stitching of photographs, incorporation of scale or the taking of photographs with the correct
audience in mind are highlighted. The conceptual frame-

work, in regards to the classification system of information
of graffiti art, is introduced and practically described, based
on a specific example of a photograph.
2.1 Photography

Photography is one of the most powerful research tools for

the visual exploration of the graffiti art culture. Photography

should be consistently used in graffiti art research, as graffiti
art is a visual art form. Nowadays, the storing of photographs

is easy, because of the availability of modern information

technologies. For researchers it is of the most importance
and advantage to be able to repeatedly take photographs
of graffiti art and the urban environments where the graffiti

researcher can in the future formulate new hypotheses and
conclusions.

The photography of graffiti art is very useful especially for art
students. I personally shot thousands of digital photographs

of graffiti art throughout my own research. This number also
includes hundreds of images of the urban landscape that

harvests graffiti art works, as the urban landscape is the
‘canvas’ of graffiti artists.

It needs to be stated that in the hands of the researcher, photography represents a very powerful tool, as the researcher

often influences the presentation of his research through

photographs. It is important to always bear in mind that the
representation of graffiti art is always contextual to its envi-

ronment, as graffiti art is a site-specific art form (see Figs.
1–4). Compare for example the possible presentation of the

graffiti art within the graffiti art productions in Figs. 1–6. In
Figs. 1–6, it is demonstrated that a particular piece can be
presented from different viewpoints ranging from general

to detailed. For research purposes related to visual arts the

presentation in Fig. 4 would be the most appropriate one.
However, for urban space researchers Fig. 1 would be more

fitting. Sociologists as well as art historians might also be
interested in the production process of graffiti art. Such a
graffiti art production is shown in Fig. 5–6, whereby a re-

searcher takes parallel images of the location where a graffiti
art work is being produced and later stiches these photographs together in a computer graphic software environment
(Fig. 5). The angle for taking photographs is important as it

influences the final stitched photograph, as is shown in Figs.
5–6, where one stitched image was taken parallel to the wall
(Fig. 5) and another sideways from the same spot (Fig. 6).

To sum up, photography is a very important method for graf-

fiti art research, although there is room for improvement in

the data gathering process. This is shown in the subsequent

subsection 3.1, which discusses the possibility of adding information to a photograph of a piece of a graffiti art work.

appears. Photographs can be conveniently stored in a digital

3.1 Classification of Information: Suggested Framework

with plentiful visual information for future evaluation, as graf-

The photography of graffiti art is typically the only way

research archive. These photographs provide a researcher
fiti art is a very ephemeral form of expression. Graffiti art and

the urban environment changes over time and the knowl-

edge of a researcher concerning the graffiti art culture grows
with time. With an extensive research archive at hand – con-

taining several hundreds or thousands of photographs – a
14
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a graffiti art work is preserved and also therefore, images
of graffiti art represent the most valuable resource for the

research community. However, a photograph of graffiti art

contains much more information than only the representation. Information contained in an image can be, and should
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be, systematically classified. Such accumulated and classi-

fied information represents an invaluable data research ar-

chive for further inquiry. My continuous work with my own
research archive showed that there is much more informa-

tion contained in the photographs of graffiti art than I made
use of. This realization lead to the formulation of a possible
framework, which is derived from the very progressive field
of information technologies (Hollink, Schreiber, Wielinga and
Worring, 2004). As graffiti art has its own specifics the frame-

work proposed here is not strictly following the computer
and library sciences classification systems.

The classification system introduced and presented here has
the potential for adjustments, in regards to the needs of an

individual researcher or a research institute, but can be readily used as it is. The framework is based on the following

three-level approach to an image of a graffiti art work: Bio
and nonvisual data, Visual characteristics, and Description
(see framework structure in Figs. 8–10). An example of this

introduced framework is provided in Tables 1–3, based on
the photograph in Fig. 7.5

All the introduced classification categories of information are

derived from a single photograph, after sufficient knowledge

of a local or global graffiti art work and graffiti art culture is
obtained by the researcher. Such accumulated and reliable

data can be perfectly used for quantitative analysis by the
use of statistical methods.

3.1.1 Bio and nonvisual data

The suggested three-level framework starts with the ‘Bio
and nonvisual data’ level, represented in its structure in
Fig. 8. This level contains the categories Known title, Event,
Author/-s, Date of Production, Country, Width and Height,

Longevity till, Costs, Surface and Photographer, which are
subsequently explained and described.

‘Known title’ of a work – if identified, obtained from interviews or obvious from a description in the work itself. The

name of an ‘Event’, where the particular work was produced.

Methodologies for Research

graffiti artist from another city or country – ‘Tourist/Visiting

from’. If a researcher gathers photographic material during
live painting sessions, the identification of the ‘Date of Pro-

duction’, the ‘Duration’ – time of production of a graffiti art
work and the ‘Country’, ‘City’, and ‘Location’ at which such
a work was created is usually guaranteed. The researcher
should at the same time be aware of the legal state-of-affairs

during such a production. Therefore the researcher should

possess the knowledge, if the author/-s had ‘Permission’ for
the production of such a work and how significant was the

actual ‘Visibility’ of the produced work at its location, as the
examined work is a piece of graffiti art, that needs to primarily attract attention. The category ‘Width and Height’ is targeting an exact measurement of scale of graffiti art (Novak,
2014). If the exact measurements of a piece of graffiti art are

not known, an ‘Approximate’ size of a work can be derived

from the architectural structure’s scale or from other hints
in the photograph. ‘Longevity till’ shall present information
about the longevity of a piece of graffiti art, as most graffiti

is rather quickly removed or painted over. However, some

graffiti art can be ‘Preserved on’ canvases, plywood boards
and on other, rather mobile, surfaces – generally in public
or private possession. Nevertheless, a currently completely
lost (destroyed) piece of graffiti art was ‘Painted over by’ or

‘Crossed by’ another graffiti artist or the work was ‘Buffed’

by the authorities. ‘Costs’ category can indicate if a piece

of graffiti art was ‘Self’ financed by a graffiti artist or if the
work’s production was financed by a ‘Sponsor’. ‘Surface’

category refers to the properties of a canvas of a graffiti art

work, as to a wall (mural), urban objects and to other surfaces, which can be ‘Mobile’ or ‘Static’. The last class category
in this level of classification is in determining the information

about the ‘Photographer’ of a particular piece of graffiti art
and about the date the image was taken – ‘Date Taken’. Further, if the photograph was obtained from another ‘Source’,
the source is listed.

This can be a jam or a competition, which would be an ‘Official’ event or the work could have been also produced as a

‘Spontaneous’ act. Further, a work has its ‘Author/-s’, who

might be affiliated with a ‘Crew’ or the crew itself might have
authored a work. A work can be due to such a fact, or due
to other facts, produced on a ‘Collaboration’ basis. Collab-

orative works are for example common in Malaysia (Novak,

2015). Author’s ‘Nationality’ is of interest, as a piece of graffiti art could have been created by a local or by a visiting

15
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Table 1: Bio and nonvisual data (see Fig. 7)
Known title:

x

Event:

Kul Sign Festival 2012

Author/-s:

Official:

Yes

Spontaneous:

x

SIEK, BONE
Crew:

PHBKLK, ZNC

Collaboration:

Yes (SIEK, BONE)

Nationality:

Malaysian
Tourist/Visiting from:

Date of production:

25 February 2012
Duration:

Country:

x

4 hours +

Malaysia
City:

Kuala Lumpur

Location:

Riverbank at Pasar Seni LRT
station
(Google Maps: 3.143514,
101.695202)

Width and height:

Costs:

Surface:

Visibility:

High

x

Present (September 2014)
Preserved on:

Wall

Painted over by:

x

Crossed by:

x

Buffed:

x

Unknown
Self:

No

Sponsor:

Yes: Kul Sign Festival 2012

Concrete wall (mural)
Mobile:

No

Static:

Yes

Alteration by:

x

Photographer:

David Novak

16

Yes

Height: 313 cm
Approximate:

Longevity till:

Permission:

Source:

Own research archive

Date taken:

26 February 2012
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3.1.1 Visual characteristics

work could have been produced as a part of a ‘Production’,

sification, as indicated in the structure in Fig. 9 and contains

shared background. During a graffiti art production some of

– Coloring, Form, Segmentation in a photograph and View.

visual elements – ‘Elements by’. However, ‘Segmentation in

ing scheme expressed in the categories ‘Monochrome’, ‘Du-

graph of graffiti art can represent the ‘Full’ graffiti art work

are in color (not in black-and-white) and this category refers

art work from a ‘View’ from the ‘Front’ or from an ‘Angle’. A

‘Form’ determines the represented graffiti art forms: ‘Tag’,

photographs, which should be indicated as well. These de-

‘Visual characteristics’ represent the second level of clas-

when at least two graffiti artists produce a larger work with a

the following four main categories described subsequently

the participating graffiti artists often create certain, shared,

‘Coloring’ classifies the graffiti art in regards to a basic color-

Photo’ refers to the photograph of graffiti art itself. A photo-

otone’ and ‘Multicolored’. It is assumed that all photographs

or only its ‘Part’ and a photograph may represent a graffiti

therefore to the graffiti art itself and not to the photograph.

photograph could be also ‘Stitched #’ from various single

‘Throw-up’, ‘Character’ or ‘Piece’. In addition, a graffiti art

tails were discussed in section 2.1 above.

Table 2: Visual characteristics (see Fig. 7)
Coloring
Monochrome:

x

Duotone:

x

Multicolor:

Yes

Tag:

x

Throw-up:

x

Character:

(Yes)

Piece:

Yes [SIEK]

Form

Production:

Yes
Elements by:

Segmentation in
photo:

Character by BONE

No
Full:

Yes

Part:

x

Front:

Yes

Angle:

x

Stitched #:

x

View

17
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3.1.1 Description

paint represents another medium used for the production

The third and final level of information classification in a

backgrounds. Therefore, it is common to encounter graffiti

this level is represented in Fig. 10. The structure in Fig. 10

of production.

ject/Scene content and Media. These are subsequently ex-

4.1 Conclusion

The ‘Image elements’ category describes the actual content,

This methodological paper announced a possible classifi-

tograph. This content is distributed among image elements

single photographs representing graffiti art. This introduced

or more characters. The letterforms represented in a graffiti

search archive containing a higher quantity of photographs.

letterforms’. Subsequently, these letterforms, especially in

properly programed computer database and several institu-

‘Design elements’ description should contain other addition-

department – could internationally share accessible, sys-

work, such as bits, or cuts for example. Further, a letterform-

a proper understanding of graffiti art works, as these are ac-

with characters. This substitution of a letterform is quite

though graffiti art is a part of contemporary arts and urban

listed in the section ‘Substitute for’. The ‘Background’ of

collected by researchers as soon as possible after a graffiti

on a surface, which might not be clear for an observer of a

a database.11

photograph of graffiti art is ‘Description’. The structure of
contains the three main categories: Image elements, Obplained and described.

of graffiti art. In the past emulsion paint was used only for

art created in mixed media with a ‘Brush’ or ‘Roller’ as tools

subject matter of a graffiti art work represented in a pho-

cation system for information obtainment from and about

‘Letterforms’, ‘Background’ and, if present, a ‘Character’

framework is useful as a base for the establishment of a re-

art work need to be further correctly interpreted as ‘Exact

Such a database could even be further developed into a

pieces, should be assigned to a ‘Style’ specification.6 The

tions, centers – for example a visual art oriented university

al visual design elements in a letterform-oriented graffiti art

tematically classified data. This would also help to establish

oriented graffiti art work can feature substituted letterforms

cording to art historians under-researched for 40 years, even

7

common in pieces, as in Fig. 7, and should be, if present,

life. Data inserted into this proposed database needs to be

a graffiti art work can be either created or already present

art work has been identified as worth being indexed in such

photograph and therefore this fact should be stated in the
category ‘Created/Not’. The type of a background should

be further described under ‘What’. ‘Character’ is linked to

the ‘Object/Scene Content’ class. A ‘Generic object’ or a
‘Generic scene’ is for example an ‘apple, man, chair, city,

landscape, indoor, outdoor, still life, and portrait’. A ‘Specific

object’ or a ‘Specific scene’ is for example ‘Bill Clinton, Eiffel Tower, Paris, Times Square, Central Park’. An ‘Abstract
object’ or an ‘Abstract scene’ is for example ”sadness, hap-

piness, power, heaven, and paradise” (Jörgensen, Jaimes,
Benitez and Chang, 2001: 5). ‘Action’ supplementary en-

riches the information about the action, if any. The ‘Media’
class defines the tools a graffiti art work was created with,
as ‘Spray paint’, ‘Stationary’ and ‘Paint’. There are two main

categories of spray paint, ‘Professional’ and the common
‘Hardware’ spray paint. It is also of formal interest to state,

under ‘Caps used’, if standard hardware caps were used or

if professional graffiti art caps were used for the production
of a graffiti art work. ‘Stationary’ tools are used generally for

the production of sketches, as sketches represent also graffiti art only in another type of media. Nowadays, emulsion
18
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Table 3: Description (see Fig. 7)

Image elements
Letterforms:

Yes
Exact letterforms:

SIEK
Substitute for:

Style:

Wildstyle-3D

Design elements:

Bits, extensions, cuts

Created/Not:

Partially

‘I’

8

Background:
What:
Character:

Yes

Generic object:

Monkey head,
hands, chain

Sky, water, color

Object/Scene
content

Specific object:

Mojo Jojo (Powerpuff Girls) 9
Abstract object:

Generic scene:

Aggression

City, outdoor
Specific scene:

x
Abstract scene:

Action:

Water dam
rapture10

Spray paint:

Yes

Destruction

Media
Professional:

Zenith Cans, 94, (+?)

Hardware:

Pylox, Anchor, (+?)

Caps used:

Professional graffiti art caps

Stationary:

x

Paint:

Yes
Brush:

x

Roller:

Yes
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Fig. 1: Graffiti art works: general street view

Fig. 2: Graffiti art work: human scale in photograph
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Fig. 3: Graffiti art work: focused piece in center of photograph

Fig. 4: Graffiti art work: focused piece aligned along the top edge of the photograph
21
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Fig. 5: Graffiti art production: stitched photographs (parallel)

Fig. 6: Graffiti art production: stitched photograph with a fisheye effect

Fig. 7: First prizewinning graffiti art work at Kul Sign Festival 2012
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Fig. 8: Classification system of information: Bio and nonvisual data

Fig. 9: Classification system of information: Visual characteristics.
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Fig. 6: Graffiti art production: stitched photograph with a fisheye effect.
Fig. 9: Classification system of information: Visual characteristics
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