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To live outside the
law, you must be honest.

—Bob Dylan

It was round-up-the-usual-
suspects time at City Hall
last week, as Rudy Giuliani
announced a new crackdown on
quality of life crimes. Though
noise is the beelin 87 percent of
complaints to police, the mayor
was looking for a crusade that
could land him a place in o
possible Bush administration
So he targeted the homeless,
as well as pot smokers,

thejoy =~ =—
of bombing
graffiti's next
generation
gets up

by any means
necessary
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yard or tunnel lay-up. With cameras and motion
sensors in place, there'’s no time for such delib-
eration now, and besides, as REMO puts it, *[
ain't got the patience for that.” The new crews
are out to hit as often and as quickly as they can.
The idea is not to beawtify but to bomb.

Some writers scale buildings abutting
the el, while others troll the wnnels, so their
tags can be seen from passing trains. “I'm look-
ing for the virgin wall no one else will touch,”
says FOE, the flexible flier whose name adorns
the Hellgate Bridge. His goal is to *get up where
a lot of people can jock it* (admire the work).
Some writers are drawn to spots where kings
have tagged, hoping the attention will rub off
on them—that too is considered jocking, an at-
titude that's nearly as frowned upon as “biting,”
or copying someone’s style. The idea is to be
unique and bad and everywhere. Any surface
unlikely to be buffed will do. “Nice brick walls,
the dirtier the better.” notes Rooftop King.
*places where your stuff becomes a permanent
part of it.” Walls that are too high up or too ne-
glected to be deaned. And sites that move.
Trucks and vans are the new trains, and most
of them have been marked.

In the fight for lasting fame, tags are being
etched onto windows with add. sandpaper, or
screwdriver blades. Sheet-metal graf (called
“sculpture”) is being welded onto fences and
taken home for tagging, and fastened back in
place. A whole new venue—Ifreight trains—
means that writing now travels across the coun-
try. with kids along the route documenting the
journey and adding graf of their own.

All this is preserved in “flicks” that are kept
in vast snapshot collections. Nearly every writer
owns a bulging shoebox or several photo albums
of his work, and thanks to the Internet, flicks can
be drculated online. By now there are hundreds
of graffiti sites, including webzines like art-
crimes, bigtime, massappeal, and tagmayg. Graf-
fiti chat rooms attract writers along with pre-
tenders—and reportedly the police. A favorite
sting is to log on as a sexy girl and prompt the
suspect to boast about the damage he has done.

Of course, to confine your writing to the
Web is to risk the ultimate graffiti diss: being
called a toy. Plenty of writers will apply the T-
word to anyone not from New York. California
is whack because the writers there “try too
hard and pay too much attention to things,” ac-
cording to the young man who writes REHAB.
As a rule, two minutes is all the time it should
take to do a throw-up; anything more smacks of
concentration, not a prop-worthy trait. (No one
from Cali was available for comment.)

As for the writers who travel thousands of
miles to tag here in the mecca of graf. they're

tolerated but not respected (with a few excep-
tions, such as the intrepid Mexican MOSCO).
The problem isn't that they're foreigners; its
that they're fronting—and they usually buy
their paint. The graffiti code requires *racking.’
or stealing, the materials you use, an act of de-
fiance that springs from necessity. After all. a
night of bombing can involve up to 20 cans of
aerosol at $4 a pop. As one writer notes, “It's
the most expensive drug.”

But these cool-police can't stop the spread
of graf beyond the ghettos. To visit the home
pages of Graffiti@Yokohama or 52K Kings of
Istanbul—not to mention TOP Crew of Paris,
CTC Crew of Venezuela, and Aerosol Warriors
of the Czech and Slovak Republics—is to
glimpse the power of this code to represent all
over the world. There are Old Skool pieces on
the walls of every European capital. Paris has
declared war on graf, Berlin tolerates it, Ams-
terdam celebrates it. And in Japan, there's a
video game called Jet Grind Radio. in which a
writer on roller skates sprays the walls of
Tokyo, dodging the police.

Thirty years after it emerged from the
heady brew of streel gangs and radical politics
in Washington Heights and the South Bronx.
graffili is a movement that transcends race and
class. Even in New York City, by most estimates,
at least half of today's writers are white. Some of
these homies are homing in on eollege degrecs:
others are chasing a career in commercial art
and design. (Rooftop King is marketing himsell
as a gral-savvy model.) “Every writer I've met 15
the center of his friends, " says TRIF, the resident
graffiti artist at tagmag. “It's antisocial behavior.
but at the same time, what you're doing takes a
lot of balls. That's an impaortant development
thing, and so people Nlock to that strength.®

It's these assertive writers—the best and
brightest on their blocks—who get targeted by
the police. Many writers believe that if you shul-
fle when busted. you'll get through the system
quickly. but if you fight the power (say. by get-
ting an attorney), you'll end up on the vandal
squad'’s most-wanted list. On this level, policing
is designed w crush the ego and teach submis-
sion, the usual ghetto curriculum. The real trou-
ble begins when writers aspire to get up beyond
the "hood. As the effervescent EARSNOT notes,
the police are *far more likely to arrest kids in
the money area™ by which he means Down-
town. Yet, because the area south of 14th Street
is also the heart of club land, it's where writers
from all over the city congregate. It's also where
graffiti meets the edge of commerce.

Tagging is an important signifier of the
street, and it's entered the repertoire of a whole
group of young artists who have learned to syn-
thesize the primitive and the pomo, Soho gal-
leries that show See goldstein page 44

from old skool to no skool

Al Diaz spent a lot of time in the 1980s writing with his friend Jean-Michel Basquiat. Their com-
maon tag was SAMO. Now, at 41, Diaz regards his progeny with the air of a silent-mowvie star in
the age of talkies. “"There are no real innovators now,” he says. 'thtsgmm%mdnh
nitaly about style —and pratty.”

He's right, in a way. Graffiti has lost its respect for beauty and ritual. Gone is the code of bor-
ough consciousness that gave the world Bronx Bubble Style as well as the loopy Brooklyn look.
| Platform Style (easily mistaken for Arabic) signified Manhattan —and nothing stood for Staten Is
land. Thesa days, one's borough is more or less beside the point.

The meaning of respect has also changed. “There were certain people | didn't think | should write
my name next to until | had gained enough recognition,” says Old Skool master COCO 144. He re-
membsers how important placement was — the way a piece fit across a train —and proper procedure:
markers on the inside, asrosol on the oulside. All that has been lost in the rush to get up, along
| with the cardinal rule in COCO’s day: “Not going over anyone else’s naime. It was a samurai thing.”
| There are several reasons why the code of graf has changed. First and foremost is its status in

society. Criminalization has sullied what Norman Mailer called "the faith of graffiti,” replacing it with
a cutthroat environment in which writing over scmeone seems less a violation than a dare. And

surveillance has made it all but impossible to hit a train, except as it pulls into the platform
{oomldaradnmarkufhmmwmwduﬂ “Spead is of the essence now,” as COCO says.

But some things never change. There's still a feeling at the core of graffiti that writing is the
| only way to stake your claim. “Back in the old days, what you had?” asks JOE 182, the writer

who started it all. “You either got fame from the gang, or you went to jail for shooting some guy.
| This is deing it the cool way.” —R.G.
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