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In April of 2015, Freddie Gray, a twenty-five-year-old African American Baltimore
resident, lapsed into a coma while in police custody. Eyewitness accounts suggest
police officers used excessive force when they arrested him. Freddie Gray’s death
sparked protests across the city, the latest incident in a wave of police violence
nationwide.
Murals like this one by Justin Nethercut, an artist also known as “Nether,” invoke
the civil rights history of Baltimore through art. Stone and Buckley ask us to
consider street art as a mode of healing in the community.
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According to Stone and Buckley, street art is a visual art form created on site and
often without formal approval.
The location of street art is part of its subject. It stands as a form of commentary on
the political and social climate of its location.
The Freddie Gray mural was imbued with messages about racial inequality and
conflict.
Baltimore has long been a site of inequality, segregation, poverty, housing
discrimination, and police violence, making it especially apt for street art.
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In 1910, Baltimore became the first city to designate “white” and “black” blocks
under Jim Crow.
The collective result of these policies is a spatial pattern of occupancy in the city
known today as the “black butterfly” and the “white L.” Predominantly African
American neighborhoods concentrate in East and West Baltimore, forming the
wings of the “butterfly,” while mostly White neighborhoods cluster in the middle and
then wrap around the harbor in an “L” shape.
Brown (2016) indicates that the “White L” enjoys better transportation options and
more favorable relationships with city government.
At present, black citizens comprise sixty-three percent of Baltimore’s population,
while twenty-three percent of city residents live in poverty (United States Census
2015).
Recent Black Lives Matter demonstrations highlight the value of artwork as a way to
help communities grieve and heal (Brooks 2016).
Social media sharing of art related to #blacklivesmatter allows images to extend
their effects further than the local communities where violence has happened. Thus
the movement captured in street art becomes a very visual experience.
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For the French philosopher Lefebvre, it is important to know who produces, what
they produce, how, why, and for whom. Only then can one understand urban
space, its creators, intentions, and consumers.
Street art is usually defined as a type of visual expression that conveys meaning
through different media such as murals, posters, and installations. It is primarily an
urban phenomenon and has strong ties to the hip hop culture of the late 1970s and
1980s.
Though street art is rooted in the tradition of graffiti, street art and graffiti are not
synonymous.
○
Graffiti’s origins were less political than street art’s. It was often viewed
negatively as an illegal nuisance, but as it evolved during the protest
movements of the 1970s, graffiti gained some recognition for its artistic
creativity and its ability to spread political and social messages.
According to Carmen Cowick, “Street art has the ability to provide a historical
narrative to a disenfranchised voice. When the historical narrative is created by
those in power due to media control, the people sometimes take to the streets to
create their own narrative in order to level the playing field.”
Street art often calls audiences and viewers to action, encouraging them to fight for
social justice, political action, and justice.
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Banksy is perhaps the best known example of a socially engaged street artist, with
Shepard Fairey—creator of President Barack Obama’s iconic 2008 campaign
poster—a close second (Warnes 2013).
Street art pieces, such as those created by Banksy, tend to be site- and contentspecific. By contrast, graffiti art’s content is not location-driven and can feel
ubiquitous, rather than specific
While graffiti differs from street art as a less formal and more personal public art
form, the commissioned public monument is a more formal and officially sanctioned
art form. Baltimore was known as “The Monumental City” during the late nineteenth
century due to the many bronze statues and memorials that adorned its parks and
squares.
Conception of the past, in the form of statues, and what is suitable to be
commemorated is, in large part, a political process where those in power control the
outcome.
In Baltimore, street art challenges our conception of what is “memorable” or
“historically significant” and gives residents the chance to tell a story that has been
purposefully forgotten or otherwise erased from historical consciousness.
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Maryland Institute College of Art (MICA) and Baltimore Office of Promotion & the
Arts (BOPA) are important sponsors of street art in Baltimore.
○
Students enrolled in MICA’s Masters of Fine Arts in Community Arts
program work with communities to initiate and complete art projects,
including, but not limited to, murals and street paintings.
○
BOPA is a 501 c (3) nonprofit organization that functions as the city’s arts
council. One longstanding effort promoted by BOPA has been its mural
program, which has sought “to make Baltimore neighborhoods more
attractive, instill a sense of pride, provide employment for local artists in
their own field, combat graffiti in neighborhoods, and engage young people
in the beautification of their own communities.”
Jubilee Arts, another arts organization, is located in Freddie Gray’s neighborhood,
Sandtown-Winchester, which struggles with vacancy, poverty, and drug abuse.
○
The organization focuses on creating a space for art, engaging youth in
mural projects, and remembering the historic neighborhood’s most famous
residents, such as Thurgood Marshall and Billie Holiday.
○
Jubilee Arts has been extensively involved in justice-motivated projects
since the Baltimore uprising in 2015.
Public events have played important roles in Baltimore’s street art landscape.
Open Walls, the annual street art festival in the Station North neighborhood,
describes itself as an “unparalleled street art project managed by and located in the
Station North Arts & Entertainment District” (Open Walls Baltimore 2014).
○
While Open Walls has come under fire in recent years for its lack of
community outreach and support for local artists—a criticism that has been

leveled at BOPA and MICA at times—all these groups have offered support
in varying degrees to the city’s artistic community.
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Additional questions: What is the function of art? What is the relationship between
artwork, the context in which it is presented, and the intended audience? Does it
matter who produces art and for whom?
One of the artists interviewed for this article “believes that street art can be used as
a tool to facilitate productive conversations and foster empowerment and
transformative change.”

