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Foreword

Amy M. Mooney, Ph.D, Associate Professor

In fall 2015, students in the Senior Art History Seminar, were invited 
to research and write about the works along the Wabash Arts 
Corridor. Intrigued by the shifting expectations and defi nitions 
of street art, they were keen to investigate works that they 
experienced daily within their own environment. They interviewed
artists, puzzled over juxtapositions, and questioned the role 
of space and place, synthesizing their fi ndings into project 
descriptions as well as a broader essay on the various issues 
facing street artists today. Their contextualization of the themes, 
intentions, and infl uences that inform these contemporary art works 
models the best practice of art history. From theories of feminism 
to the impact of gentrifi cation, the students’ inquiries demonstrate
art’s ability to speak to our contemporary concerns and ever
evolving aesthetics. In writing these project descriptions, students 
not only realized the goals of the course; they also gained an 
opportunity to directly share their efforts with a wider audience. At 
Columbia College, we encourage our students to “author the culture 
of their times,” bringing theory and practice into the public sphere.  
Like the works on the street, their words make a lasting impression.

Student Writers Amara Andrew, Steven Masnjack, and Kylie Bischel attending the People’s Choice: Wabash Arts 
Corridor fRom Sketch to Street 2016 Exhibition where their writing  was featured through this booklet.
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Letter From Mark Kelly
It was only a couple of years ago that I was promulgating the 
Wabash Arts Corridor concept, unsure if it would take hold and come 
alive.  Three years later, I am thrilled to see this concept transform 
the South Loop, excite the Columbia College Chicago community, 
and bring new clarity and focus to the power of street and public art 
to reshape our urban landscape. 

These wonderful student essays demonstrate the myriad ways 
that the WAC will impact our students’ learning.  Our Art History 
Students, mentored by Professor Amy Mooney, have explored 
and interrogated the powerful new murals that fi ll our district.  
Congratulations to Amy and her students.  To our readers, enjoy 
these thoughtful essays as you too interrogate the powerful images 
that grace the WAC.

Mark Kelly, 
Chair, Wabash Arts Corridor
VP for Student Success, Columbia College

The South loop community attending the 2014 WAC Crawl at the Paper Maker’s Garden at Wabash and 8th ave
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About the WAC

An initiative of Columbia College Chicago, the Wabash Arts Corridor 
(WAC) is Chicago’s “living urban canvas.” Connecting local 
businesses and commerce to the education and cultural entities 
in the district, the WAC is an urban lab for creative expression, 
innovation and excellence in the arts.

As part of the WAC’s 2013 launch, Michelle Boone, the Commissioner
 of the City of Chicago’s Department of Cultural Affairs and 
Special Events (DCASE), invited businesses and cultural, 
educational, neighborhood and civic groups to join forces to 
transform the district into both a center of culture, education and 
economic innovation in Chicago, and a vital space for public art.

The WAC includes 8 educational institutions (30,000 students), 
19 galleries, 14 performance spaces, 5 major hotels, 8 dance 
companies, and more than 40 restaurants, including: the 
Auditorium Theatre of Roosevelt University, Ballet Chicago, 
Blackstone Hotel, Buddy Guy’s Legends, Columbia College 
Chicago, DePaul University and its Merle Reskin Theatre, 
East-West University, the Fine Arts Building and Collective, 
Hilton Chicago, Jazz Showcase, Joffrey Ballet, Site Design Group, 
Spertus Institute, and Harold Washington Library, to name a few.

In the past two years, the Wabash Arts Corridor has become one 
of the leading centers of street art in the country. Over a mile-long 
stretch of Wabash Avenue, there are 18 major street art installations
by locally, nationally, and internationally acclaimed artists such as 
Shepard Fairey, Hebru Brantley, Cleon Peterson, Pose, Never 2501, 
Ben Eine, Kashink, Morley, ASVP, Retna, and Tatyana Fazlalizadeh. 

“Enriching the pedestrian experience along Wabash 

Avenue is one of the most impactful and realistic 

improvements we can make to promote this district

and drive economic development” 
- Chicago Loop Alliance
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Student paying homage to Hebru Brantley’s Chi boy at Columbia’s 2015 Manifest URBAn Arts Festival

Neighborhood Children Watching Hebru Brantley Paint Chi Boy
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Hebru Brantley is Chicago’s MVP artist. Though 
Brantley has sold works to super-stars like Jay-Z, he remains                             
incredibly humble and never forgets from where he came. 
For his latest project, he teamed up with the Michael 
Jordan store on South State Street. He created two “flyboy” 
sculptures that flank the store’s entrance as well as a large 
scale painting in which Michael Jordan himself is given a set 
of the flyboy goggles. He also collaborated on some Jordan 
gear such as t-shirts, sneakers, and flat brimmed hats. The 
slogan for the store is “For Chicago, from Chicago” but is 
also a catchphrase that defines the core of who Brantley is. 

When Brantley was a teen living in Bronzeville, he was 
obsessed with “tagging”and graffiti. Tagging is signing your 
name or other representation of yourself on anywhere 
public (walls, bus stops, alleyways, paved streets, etc.). For 
Brantley, generating this street presence was how he began 
to form a style as well as a voice. The paintings of Jean-
Michel Basquiat, Pop Art, and comic books are among 
the sources of Brantley’s inspiration, but he noticed a 
serious absence of African-American, Latino, and Asian per-
sons in popular media; this dearth served a catalyst for the 
creation of flyboy. He found it important to not only create these 
diverse characters but to also reference histories that 
are often overlooked. Brantley researched the “Tuskegee
Airmen, who were fighter pilots during World War II – they 
flew all of their missions and never lost a person,” thus the 
Flyboy, with his perseverance was born. Brantley also says 

Hebru Brantley
Chi Boy  1132  S.  Wabash  Ave

South Facing Wall
b y  K y l i e  B i s c h e l
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that he doesn’t necessarily see Flyboy and his other charac-
ters as children because at the end of the day we all have 
difficulties in our lives that are relative; whether you are a 
child on the playground or an adult in a boardroom. The Fly-
boy, or in this case the Chi Boy, is a campaign for all of us to be 
encouraged by – because just like him -- we all have the 
ability to fly.

Overtime, Brantley gained notoriety for his art on the street 
thereby landing him opportunities to exhibit in  galleries 
across Chicago. Today, he has strong connections with 
Vertical Gallery and in 2014 had a captivating exhibition 
at the Chicago Cultural Center entitled Parade Day Rain. 
Interviewed by Chicago Magazine, Brantley affirmed his
allegiance to his city, stating that “Chicago is my city and I 
love it. It’s very much a city where things have to be proven 
to be successful. ... It will always be my home base.”2 It is no 
surprise that Brantley is passionate about this city
and why he continues to give us emotional experiences 
through his work. 

The incorporation of Hebru Brantley’s work in the Wa-
bash Arts Corridor (WAC) is vital to the project as a whole; 
before Chi Boy was put up the corridor was primarily a 
celebration of white male street artists in a designat-
ed area. As a representation of the student body of 
Columbia College Chicago and the city of Chicago, the WAC 
was lacking the diversity that we are proud of. When asked 
about how he felt about Chi Boy, a Columbia College student 
said he really liked the piece because he looks like him.

Through the stories and adventures of his youthful char-
acters, Brantley is able to make commentary on cultural 
issues in a way that is easily digestible for viewers, 
especially those on the street. Because Chi Boy is on the 
street and not in a gallery the piece is accessible to sever-
al variations of people which was the basis for the launch 
of Brantley’s career and why this piece is extra significant 
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to him. Chi Boy unlike any other murals in the WAC is a
singular individual made up of simple yet impactful lines, 
to think that Brantley’s medium here is mostly a spray can, 
the precision displayed is stellar. Along with the simplicity 
of colors as well as linear elements, the sheer size of this 
child-character is astounding. Formally the piece can catch 
any eye, but the piece’s significance extends far beyond just 
that. “The Wabash mural is meant to be uplifting and shows 
movement and growth within the community,” Brantley says, 
noting that this “flyboy is meant to inspire the youth and 
expresses traveling movement. Flyboy is growing and flying 
throughout the city”.3 The Flyboy is Brantley’s version of a 
superhero through which he expresses himself and how 
he feels and calls it “just…being true to who [he is]… a tall, 
black nerd.”4

1 “Hebru Brantley Is Chicago’s Hip- �Hop Art Star.” Chicago Magazine Arts Culture. N.p., n.d. Web. 22 Oct. 2015.

 http://www.chicagomag.com/Chicago- �Magazine/June- �2014/Hebru- �Brantley- �Is- �a- �Hip- �Hop- �Art- �Star/>.

2 “Hebru Brantley Is Chicago’s Hip- �Hop Art Star.” Chicago Magazine Arts Culture. N.p., n.d. Web. 22 Oct. 2015.

 http://www.chicagomag.com/Chicago- �Magazine/June- �2014/Hebru- �Brantley- �Is- �a- �Hip- �Hop- �Art- �Star/>.

3 Quote from Personal Interview with Hebru Brantley. October 23,2015.

4 N.p., n.d. Web. <http://michiganavemag.com/hebru- �brantley- �tells- �lupe- �fiasco- �how- �he- �created- �flyboy>.



12



13

Ben Eine’s Harmony is painted in his signature vibrant 
pallet across the University Center’s east facing wall. The 
University Center is a mega-dorm, that houses
students from four different colleges, studying diverse 
subjects, under one roof. The mural was based on a small 
sketch, then painted free hand in a circus-like font, a 
practice the artist evolved through years of tagging. Eine 
started off as a graffiti artist and has twenty arrests to 
prove it. He has no institutional art training, but learned 
through first hand experience. The artist started out in
London’s underground graffiti scene which lead him to create 
a work with famed street artist Banksy- a collaboration 
that helped transition his underground tagging into a 
commercial practice.

BEN EINE
H a r m o n y

525  S.  State  Street 
East Facing Wall

b y  S t e v e n  M a s n j a k

I love the process of cutting everything out 
with a scalpel yourself: I don’t want to have 
my stencils drawn up in Illustrator, then 
laser-cut. I like the fact that it’s slightly 

wrong; I think it gives it a beauty.

- Ben Eine
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Eine’s work became wildly popular after a twist of fate. 
A posh handbag designer purchased one of his 
paintings and showed them to her friend, Mrs. 
Cameron, wife of the Prime Minister of England. Upon 
Mrs. Cameron’s recommendation, Prime Minister Cameron 
gifted one of the artist’s works to the President of the United 
States. The next day, Eine’s work sold-out at every gallery 
around the world.1

The painting is fairly typical of the artist’s oeuvre with 
its vivid pallet in contrast against a black wall. Eine 
always works with text, but alternates between creating 
one word and multiple word compositions, sometimes 
painting out full sentences. Though the colors are broad 
in range, they are harmoniously keyed to the same value.

Executing the painting was no small task, as the piece starts 
17 feet off the ground. The artist and his assistant used a lift 
to execute the impressively scaled 240 x 30 foot painting.2

Harmony is an exploration of the ways that the connotations 
of words shift based on a personal association, site specificity 
and cultural context. Eine choose the word based on a 
series of esoteric associations inspired by personal turmoil. 
According to the artist, he came to the word by watching 
a movie directed by Harmony Korine, while divorcing his 
republican wife over a series of conflicting opinions. “It’s a
happy word, a calm word,” Eine said of the choice, which 
he picked by flipping through notebooks full of words and 
quotes he has jotted down over the years and looking at 
photos of the area. “For me, It was more of a feeling I got 
than a conscious decision.”2 The word seems an odd choice 
at first given the circumstance of divorce. Perhaps, the
painting of the word was a form of catharsis, a moment of 
acceptance in the midst of struggle.

The word takes on an entirely different meaning for the 
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Wabash Arts Corridor. For many viewers it is about the 
denotation rather than the connotation. It has become
symbolic of the goal to achieve a sense of unity and 
harmony of the campus and between the different schools. 
Further, a famous contemporary artist like Eine brings a 
certain cultural cache to the corridor. It will likely 
help add weight and legitimacy to the project and draw 
other big name artists. The artist is in negotiations to paint 
a second, even larger piece, along the corridor, which will
further solidify the association between Columbia’s 
branding with Eine’s own.3 The corridor in that sense can be 
seen as a rapidly evolving contemporary art gallery.

1 Eine, Ben. Columbia College Chicago, Chicago. 10. 22.15. Artist Talk.

2 ”Wabash Arts Corridor | “Harmony” by Ben Eine.” Wabash Arts Corridor. Web. 22 Oct. 2015.

3 Elejalde- Ruiz, Alexia. “Can Street Art Boost Wabash Businesses?” Chicagotribune.com. 1 Aug. 2015. Web. 21 Oct. 
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Shepard Fairey, best known for his OBEY series and the 
ever famous Obama HOPE poster, has had a lifelong 
passion for music, screen printing and politics. These 
passions are frequently brought together in his works, 
including this piece entitled We Own the World. Fairey, born 
and raised in Charleston, South Carolina, earned his BFA in 
Illustration from the Rhode Island School of Design. While 
attending school, Fairey worked at a skate shop that, 
when coupled with his passion for punk music, provided 
him access to street culture. At RISD, he took a multitude 
of screen printing classes which later proved to have a 
major impact on his future artistic style. The keen sense 
of precision and control associated with screenprinting is 
now what is considered characteristic of Fairey’s work[1].

Columbia College Chicago, Shepard Fairey and three 
other Art Alliance: The Provocateurs artists teamed up to 
showcase their work in the Wabash Arts Corridor as part 
of their exhibition at Lollapalooza in 2014. Four of the top 
names in subversive street art—Shepard Fairey, Cleon 
Peterson, POSE, and RETNA—have used the corridor 

Shepard Fairey
We Own The  
F u t u r e   

916  S.  Wabash AVE
North Facing Wall

b y  A m a r a  A n d r e w

“I’ve never really considered myself just 
a street artist. I consider myself a populist”

- Shepard Fairey
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as their “living urban canvas,” injecting provocative, 
large-scale artworks into one of Chicago’s major emerging 
art scenes.The imagery depicted in We Own the Future is 
similar to many of his screenprints, namely Endless Power 
and Make Art, Not War. In both of these examples, Fairey 
creates a politically charged message shrouded in bold, 
graphic Art Deco inspired motifs. He approaches We Own 
the World with this same Art Deco aesthetic. This time, 
however, he uses the technique to play off the historic 
architecture that is unique to Chicago. Fairey’s bold, 
graphic imagery also calls to mind posters from the 
Bauhaus art movement in pre-WWII Germany by artists such 
as Herbert Bayer and Joost Schmidt.

The composition is centered around the figure of a winged 
woman who holds her arms aloft to cradle a burning flame. 
Behind her is a set of steps, reminiscent of ancient Greek 
architecture, that are surrounded by smoke on either side. 
Hanging from her wings appears to be tape taken from 
a cassette. As is typical of his work, the artist limited his 
palette to red, white and black, making the most of the 
dynamic contrast between the forms. In this work, the 
overall aesthetic mimics the look of a 33 LP record sleeve 
which, given the context of Lollapooza, seems to hint at 
Fairey’s overall political critique of the music industry. For 
this work, Fairey asks “Are you taking orders or are you 
taking over?” as if urging his audience to take a stand and 
make a difference, a theme consistent in his OBEY series.

Fairey states, “Street art and graffiti are no longer strictly 
defined as vandalism and deserves to be recognized as 
a valid and important art genre...It challenges the notion 
that public space should be dominated by advertising and 
government signage”[2]. The artist is well-known for 
culture jamming by “criticizing and subverting advertising 
and consumerism in the mass media, by methods such as 
producing advertisements parodying those of glob-
al brands”[3]. In We Own the World, Fairey appropriates 
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the allegorical figure from the Columbia Pictures logo, 
recasting her on what appears to be a cover of a 33 LP.
Provocatively, it seems as if the artist is asking the audience 
if they actually know who is making the behind-the-scenes 
decisions in the art or music world. The audience is now 
assigned with the task of making sure that the future 
belongs to the people who actually want to create it and not 
just the ones who have the most power or money.  As Fairey 
notes “...it’s really about the idea of creative response to 
what’s going on socially and how much people can achieve 
by figuring out ways to incorporate what they’d like to say to 
the world…”[4]

1] “Shepard Fairey (American, Born 1970).” Shepard Fairey Biography – Shepard Fairey on Artnet. Artnet, n.d. Web. 19 Oct. 2015.

2]”Connect | Art Alliance.” Art Alliance. Art Alliance, 2014. Web. 18 Oct. 2015.

3] “Culture jamming” from Oxford Dictionaries. Oxford University Press, n.d. Web. 22October 2015.

4] OBEY in Chicago. Perf. Shepard Fairey. OBEY Clothing, 2014. Vimeo.
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United in feminist protest, the twenty-two women of Tatyana
Fazlalizadeh’s Stop Telling Women to Smile stare down 
pedestrians as they pass along Wabash Avenue. The 
women depicted, some of whom Fazlalizadeh met at 
Columbia College Chicago, are here to take back the street 
and claim a safe space against gender-based harassment.1 

Pasted to the walls of a parking garage - a notoriously
dangerous place for women - the two rows of faces are 
placed next to a statement written in black and white that 
commands “stop telling women to smile.” The images, drawn 
by the Brooklyn based illustrator and painter, are shaded
in grey tones, and exhibit a pencil drawn quality. The crop-
ping of the faces just above the eyebrow and at the chin 
focuses attention directly on their expressions, which
appear serious, almost confrontational. This confronta-
tion is heightened by the presentation of the images in 
horizontal bands, which elicits the uneasy sensation of 
walking in front of a crowd of angry women. Even without 
the benefit of the work’s title, it is clear these women have 
something important to say and expect viewers to listen.

Fazlalizadeh’s Stop Telling Women to Smile is part of a 
larger on-going traveling series with the same name. The 
project was begun in 2012 under the cover of night when 
Fazlalizadeh pasted hand-drawn self-portrait posters 
around her Brooklyn neighborhood. Protesting the unwanted 
catcalls and hisses that women experience when walking 

Tatyana  Fazlalizadeh 
Stop  Telling  Women  to  Smile 

804 S. Wabash AVE West Facing Wall

b y  S t a c e y  Z a r l i n g 
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on the street, the posters were paired with statements such 
as, “My name is not Baby,” and “Women are not seeking 
your validation.” Since 2012, Fazlalizadeh’s series has 
expanded to include not only self-portraits, but also
images of other women targeted by street harassment. 
The images are paired with confrontational statements 
culled from the women’s actual experiences that serve to 
confront the harassers head on.2 Armed with the belief that 
street harassment objectifies and demoralizes women, 
Fazlalizadeh embraces an activist stance, stating “Women 
need to start talking about their daily moments because 
it’s the smaller stuff that affects the larger things, like rape,
domestic violence, harassment in the workplace.”3   Though 
she began with the sometimes-illegal practice of wheat 
paste posters, Fazlalizadeh now partners with nonprofits 
and advocacy groups to place her work in public spaces, 
helping to spread her message to a larger audience.4 In
April 2015, Fazlalizadeh’s cause generated significant 
media attention with a Stop Telling Women to Smile
International Wheat Pasting Night where women all over 
the world pasted posters in conjunction with International 
Anti-Street Harassment Week. Since then, Fazlalizadeh 
has worked on projects in Mexico City and Paris, France.

As with all political statements, reaction to Fazlalizadeh’s 
work can at times be mixed. While many women have 
thanked her for her contributions against harassment, some 
of the artist’s posters have been torn down or defaced with 
derogative writing.5 For the moment, Fazlalizadeh’s mural 
in the Wabash Arts Corridor remains unscathed, a visible 
protest against the damaging impacts of verbal harassment.

1. David Matthews, “Stop Telling Women to Smile, New Downtown Mural Says,” dnainfo.com/Chicago, 

10 Sept. 2015, Web. 17 Oct. 2015.

2. Julie Turkewitz, “With Posters, Answering So-Called Compliments,” New YorkTimes, 1 Mar. 2013, Business Insights Essentials.  

Web. 16 Oct. 2015.

3. Felicia R. Lee, “Demanding Civility with Grit and Paste,” New York Times 10 Apr.2014 C1(L), Business Insights Essentials. 

Web. 16 Oct. 2015.

4. Emanuella Grinberg, “Artist: Catcalling is Not OK,” CNN Wire 6 Apr. 2014, Business Insights Essentials. Web 16 Oct. 2015.

5. Emanuella Ginberg, “Artist  Catcalling is Not OK.”
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what better medium to create art about 
street harassment than street art

- Tatyana Fazlalizadeh
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Created in direct response to Tatyana Fazalalizadeh’s, 
western facing piece, “Stop Telling Women to Smile”, French 
artist KASHINK put up a mural that she describes as her 
own brand of feminist art. Her approach not only makes 
light of the serious message behind anti-street harassment, 
but also questions the universality of such an experience. 
Often feminist art celebrates the “universal sisterhood, or 
the female body, or feminine qualities,”5 yet KASHINK does 
not depict women in her work. Rather, she typically paints 
men--men that she describes as “fat and hairy, looking like
bad ass yet sensitive gangsters, alien-looking ogres, or 
shamans from ancient tribes. Some of them are gay, 
some of them are killers, and some others are both.”6

KASHINK cultivates a physical resemblance to her
figures, seeking to contradict the expectations for women’s 
appearance.  For the last two years, she has drawn a thin 
mustache on her upper lip noting “Two symmetrical lines 
on a female face are accepted on the eyebrows or as 
eyeliner, but if you drop these same lines [lower] on the same 
face, it becomes the opposite of how a woman is supposed 
to look. It’s really interesting to question these codes.”7

KASHINK is no doubt a rebel; in a recent interview with 
ELLE magazine that she says she has “always been 
a risk-taker… [And that she is] not scared of that, but 
maybe taking risks is not something women are encouraged 

K A S H I N K
Be the Change
You Wish to See

801  S.  State  Street 
North Facing Wall

b y  K y l i e  B i s c h e l
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to do and they should be.” As one of the three female artists 
incorporated in the Wabash Arts Corridor (WAC),KASHINK’s 
approach does not fulfill typical expectations for feminist 
advocacy. Her smiling male faces with their glib 
proclamations of “I can’t live without you” and “Try 
a little tenderness,” seem to mock the serious 
expressions of the women on the other side of the wall.

KASHINK is the type of artist that does not take no for an 
answer and she is most certainly is going to do it her way. 
Her motto is “so many walls, so little time” and while she 
is often commissioned to create her large-scale murals 
she also works outside the law, in true street art form. She 
also creates work for galleries and exhibits internationally; 
her work is of the same brand whether or not it is on the 
street or inside an institution. KASHINK’s main agenda is to 
display  “themes…[that] are meaningful:the absurdity 
of social interactions through the theme of masks, the 
taboo subject of death and the various ways to deal with it 
especially in the Latino culture.”8

KASHINK is all about being provocative, creative, and 
constantly changing.  Her piece in the WAC is an evolution 
of her previous pieces – she normally does not incorporate 
words-- rather she relies on her imagination to create the 
faces of men. Through her use of intensely vivid colors all 
of the figures become “race neutral,” she says, “the fact 
that [her] subjects have no defined skin color is a great 
way to share...on human diversity and how beautiful it is.”9

Painted on two levels of a parking garage, KASHINK began 
her mural with a paraphrased quote from Ghandi, “Be 
the change that you want to see.” In lieu of the expected 
reverence associated with the words of this social activist, 
KASHINK provocatively juxtaposes this sentiment with 
intensely bright colored male faces, which at first glance 
appear childish and primal but it truly all comes down to the
expectations we have for contemporary female artists—
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when we see work like Fazalalizadeh’s we immediately 
understand her message, however, KASHINK’s work 
demands more from us as the viewer. Perhaps because she 
is a woman we expect her to want to say something about 
that instead of humanity as a whole. She, however, does 
not allow herself to be defined by the stereotypes of what it 
means to be a female artist. She creates and comments on 
the human condition as a whole rather than just the female 
condition. In a recent interview, she notes:

“There are less women in art in general. It’s very easy 
to name ten male painters who marked art history. It’s 
very hard to name five female painters who marked 
art history. It’s not specific to street art. Women are 
expected to be useful in society. They’re supposed to 
be raising kids, taking care of their homes, having a 
career that’s effective. Art, in a way, is kind of useless. 
Art doesn’t change diapers, cook, or clean the house.”10

With the presence of her work in the WAC it reminds us 
that female artist do not have to always create art about 
the same subject purely because of their gender. KASHINK 
is fully aware of the social constructs that a repent in our 
society but she addresses them from an individualist 
approach and that is what makes her so exceptional.

5 Hatt, Michael, and Charlotte Klonk. Art History: A Critical Introduction to Its Methods. Manchester Manchester UP,

 2006. Print. Pages 147- �148

6  N.p., n.d. Web. 22 Oct. 2015. <http://www.kashink.com/>.

7  “This Underground Street Artist Is Challenging Global Beauty Ideals.” ELLE. N.p., 01 July 2015. Web. 03 Nov. 2015.

8 N.p., n.d. Web. 22 Oct. 2015. <http://www.kashink.com/>.

9 “This Underground Street Artist Is Challenging Global Beauty Ideals.” ELLE. N.p., 01 July 2015. Web. 03 Nov. 2015.

10  “This Underground Street Artist Is Challenging Global Beauty Ideals.” ELLE. N.p., 01 July 2015. Web. 03 Nov. 2015.
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The Buckingham Building, a beautiful and historic example 
of Chicago Art Deco architecture, is given a modern edge 
thanks to Never2501’s epic wall painting,  Almost Full. 
Never 2501, real name Jacopo Ceccarelli, is an 
internationally recognized Italian artist whose work is 
shown in prestigious institutions such as the Center for 
Contemporary Art Luigi Pecci, the Milan Triennale and the 
MACRO in Rome. Known for his organic, monochromatic 
shapes that test the viewer’s imagination, his artwork 
possesses a modern edge that compliments the historic 
aesthetic of the Buckingham. 

The Buckingham Building, built in 1930, is located in the 
heart of the South Loop, just blocks from The Art Institute 
of Chicago. When it was originally built, it was intended to 
be used for office space. Now, however, these spaces have 
been converted into apartments for students from the 
surrounding colleges and universities. Like many of the wall 
paintings of the Wabash Arts Corridor, Almost Full marks 
the urban campus reflecting the aesthetic creativity of the 
surrounding community.
 
Jacopo Ceccarelli was introduced to the world of graffiti at 
the young age of fourteen. When he turned 21, he made a 
move that would change his life forever; he moved to Brazil. 
It was there that he came into contact with a wide variety 
of street artists who acquainted him with the techniques 

N e v e r 2 5 0 1 
Almost Full 59  E.  Van  Buren  St. 

North Facing Wall
b y  A m a r a  A n d r e w
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that he has turned into his own. While techniques are
important to him, he’s also concerned with keeping his 
work free and open, noting that “Painting walls and painting 
outside [taught] me a lot...in being free in what I want to 
say and being free in the way I’m saying it.” Never2501, 
while utilizing the techniques that have been shown to him, 
also makes a point of keeping his work free flowing and open 
which helped him to realize his own unique style. Working
across diverse media--including canvas, sculpture, mural 
painting, photography and video--his style consists of 
organic, monochrome shapes that convey a sense of 
energy and movement.

Never2501’s street works focus on the interaction of 
the mural to the wall and how these aspects combined 
ultimately interact with the audience viewing it. When 
approaching the 8100-foot mural that looms over the 
small parking area below it, the viewer becomes absolutely 
enveloped in the design. This mural covers almost a third 
of the entire Buckingham Building so one can’t help but
notice it. Instead of blatantly capturing the attention of 
those who pass by Almost Full gently suggests a respectful 
command of their gaze. It’s as though Never2501 
wanted his artwork to be prominently displayed in the 
busy South Loop area, but also wanted it to retain its 
tastefulness in being elegant and somewhat understated. 
The shapes from Never2501’s imagination compliment 
the suggested patterns of the crowd who pass
by on the sidewalks underneath it. It is as much of an
artwork as it is a type of map that follows the footsteps
of the people of Chicago.
 
In Almost Full, Never2501 provides the undulating black and 
white shapes that frequently appear in his work. While they 
are all comprised of the same color palette, each shape has 
a character of its own and interacts with the building in its 
own way. These organic figures are placed on a backdrop 
of varying red and purple colors that creates a vivid 
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contrast. The Buckingham Building, itself, has protruding, 
rectilinear anchors that Never2501 decided to paint with 
pops of yellow to, in a way,  ‘anchor’ his dreamy, flowing 
artwork to the building. This technique adds a level of 
depth and intensity that helps ground these organic shapes 
while still allowing them to keep their ethereal presence. 
Instead of choosing to ignore the harsh protrusions, he 
decided to make them a part of the art suggesting that 
instead of trying to change an aspect of the surface, to just 
accept it and make it as beautiful as possible.While his 
designs follow the same formula, they all take on a life of 
their own.

Never2501 carefully assesses the visual aesthetics of 
the building he’s working on and custom designs a work 
entirely for that space alone. This is what makes him one 
of the most fascinating street artists today. Each design is 
painstakingly handpainted by him so that he can have the 
most control of his overall design while still maintaining the 
freedom he seeks. In Almost Full, it’s as though Never2501 
wants the viewer to search for that same sense of freedom 
that he loves so much and to learn how to accept whatever 
obstacles get in the way of life. Instead of trying to 
pretend that the obstacle does not exist, shouldn’t we 
fully embrace it and make it our own like Never2501 
chooses to do?

10  “This Underground Street Artist Is Challenging Global Beauty Ideals.” ELLE. N.p., 01 July 2015. Web. 03 Nov. 2015.
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Cleon Peterson’s The Provocateurs mural was tucked away 
above the old Harold’s Chicken on 634 S Wabash. The 
mural is monochrome, rendered in only black and white, 
whichis typical of the artist’s work.1 Peterson’s painting is 
rooted in the long history of art as a narrative device; more 
specifically his work brings to mind the designs glazed on 
pottery in ancient Greece. The pottery often depicted a 
range of subjects from mythological heroes to narratives of 
daily life. Working in a similar style, that makes use of a 
limited pallet with hard-edged, incision-like lines that create 
repeated patterns of figuration, in a contemporary way 
allows the artist to point to universal themes such as 
struggle and conflict. The artist, through his imagined 
depictions of violence, reveals underlying angst in 
contemporary society. 

Peterson’s mural is among the most aggressive and biting 
of the murals along the Wabash Arts Corridor. The painting 
depicts the artist’s invented figures at war; one on 
horseback, the rest engaged in hand-to-hand combat, 
wielding axes, swords and knives. The interlocking figures 
are frozen in the moment before impact, before they thrust 
their blades into one another. The artist’s scenes typically
show the figures graphically blood-soaked in the depths 
of their violence and depravity, this work is unique in the 
respect that it allows the viewer to imagine the impact of the
onslaught and its aftermath.

Cleon  Peterson 
The  Provocateurs Series
634 S. Wabash AVE North Facing Wall

b y  S t e v e n  M a s n j a k 
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I cannot help but wonder if the piece would be more 
“provocative” if it showed the blades piercing the figures as 
the artist typically would.  Reflecting on his work, Peterson 
has stated: 

“My goal in making art isn’t to make everyone like 
what I make. A lot of the time, when people put things 
up on the street, there’s this political correctness. It 
goes through a group of people who are then going 
to squash your ideas and make them likable by 
everybody. So anytime I can put something on the 
street, it’s really interesting for me, because it’s not 

easy.”2 

Something about this painting feels more politically 
correct than the artist’s other works. It is less graphic in its 
depiction of aggression but it is still effective in 
calling the viewer to question a society so engaged with and 
entertained by violence, yet too politically correct to 
acknowledge its own culpability in perpetuation of 
such tropes.

What makes this painting important for Chicago is that 
it calls out humanity’s darker nature, which the city has 
become desensitized to through the second hand 
experience of the media. If the swords were made guns, 
this could easily be a scene pulled from one of Chicago’s 
more violent neighborhoods. With 392 murders so far 
this year, the question of how to stop the violence has 
never been more relevant.3 By depicting the figures in his 
ominous style, Peterson strips away the specifics of time and 
place, posing a broader question to viewers; can mankind 
eradicate violence or isit inescapable, programed in our
DNA? The artist doesn’t offer much hope of a way out
saying, “What would life be without violence? It’s part of us 
and our world.”3 Not a strong selling point as the painting 
is part of an attempt to build the city’s cultural capital and 
increase tourism.4 But, the artist is able to walk a fine line
with this painting. The painting points out the universality of 
violence, while letting the viewer attach and understand it 
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1 BLAIS- �BILLIE, BRAUDIE. “Interview: Cleon Peterson Talks Depicting Society’s Violence and  

Deviating From “TheRules” in His Art.” Complex. 30 July 2014. Web. 21 Oct. 2015.

2 2015 Chicago Murders - � Timeline.” DNAinfo Chicago. Web. 21 Oct. 2015

3 Nentwig, Lee, and Mike Wojcik. “Flesh & Blood.” Paradigm Magazine. 13 Nov. 2013. Web. 21 Oct. 2015.

4 Elejalde- �Ruiz, Alexia. “Can Street Art Boost Wabash Businesses?” Chicagotribune.com.  1 Aug.  

 2015. Web. 21 Oct. 2015
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When it comes to graffiti writers, Jordan Nickel, aka POSE, is 
one of the most well known in the city of Chicago. Growing 
up in Chicago, POSE was inspired by the graffiti he spotted 
on the trains, which he began practicing around the age of 
twelve.1 When he got started, around 1992, graffiti was an 
illegal art form, and POSE has at times faced issues with the 
law, including arrest. After studying at the Kansas City Art 
Institute, POSE received a degree in painting in 2004 
and he has evolved his career from graffiti art to become 
successful in the realm of fine art. POSE is often written 
about as an artist who incorporates a plethora of art 
forms and ideas into his work-from Pop and comic art, to 
skateboard and advertising graphics--he layers a multitude 
of elements into a singular, colorful work of art the blends 
the illicit traditions of graffiti with the more readily accepted 
practices of fine art.2 Speaking about his influences, POSE 
stated:

We’ve all got different influences, and myself in 
particular I’m gonna draw on some street art stuff. 
I’m going to draw from everything I know and grew up 
on and what’s been around me, sign painting, comic 
books, and use it in the same way that I used letters 
as a kid to create a persona. Now I’m incorporating 
other elements to just kind of further push it and grow a 
greater persona outside of traditional graffiti lettering.3

P O S E
72  E.  11th  Street 

North Facing Wall

b y  S t a c e y  Z a r l i n g 
The  Provocateurs Series
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POSE’s mural in the Wabash Arts Corridor is highly 
saturated in a variety of bold, bright colors, and 
segmented into rectangular sections that, although 
somewhat blending into one another, are not entirely 
relatable to each other.  The reference to Pop Art is 
unmistakable. At the left of the mural, POSE 
appropriates from one of the original appropriators,
rendering a crying, benday-dot laden woman as if from 
a Lichtenstein painting, while adding his own touch of 
aquamarine blue, bright pink and shades of orange in 
favor of primary hues. The blonde woman shields her eyes 
under heavy blue shadow while covering half of her face 
with an unfeminine-looking red hand as she sobs into a 
green, striped handkerchief. Similarly obfuscated, the 
head of the man at the right-hand side of the mural is 
invisible, engulfed within a swirl of blue clouds. Clad in a 
suit and tie, the man’s left hand seemingly cups his chin 
in thought while his right hand reaches into the next frame 
clutching what appears to be green slime. Between the 
sobbing woman on the left and the grabbing man on the 
right, the individual frames combine indoor and outdoor 
elements – a television glowing with black and white static, a 
set of grey books, a ladder next to a green bush leading up to an 
open window – creating an indeterminate, almost Surrealist
 landscape permeated by trails of dirt and clouds that link 
the frames together. A glowing, pink moon connects the 
three central sections at the top of the mural, with a bright 
green streak seemingly spray-painted in the center, perhaps 
in homage to POSE’s graffiti heritage. Like a comic book, 
the segments of POSE’s highly colorful mural appears to be
telling us a story, but it is left up to the viewer to piece 
together the narrative.

POSE’s mural within the Wabash Arts Corridor was created 
as part of a partnership between Columbia College Chicago
and several artists of the Art Alliance: The Provocateurs, 
curated by Shepard Fairey in conjunction with an exhibition 
for Lollapalooza. Given this information, one might be 
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tempted to view it as connected with a commercial
endeavor. Yet the mural, with its layered imagery and 
perplexing message, resists any identification with 
advertising or as a commodity. Nevertheless, given
its (most likely unplanned) placement along-side 
Columbia College branding, a viewer might mistake the 
work as an advertisement for the school. Regardless, 
with its strong reference to Pop art, most viewers will 
recognize the piece as a work aligned with fine art 
traditions that spurs a dialogue with pedestrians 
as they pass.

1. “Newark Can Become the New Mural City Center,” Newarkworks.org, 14 Aug.

2014. Web. 19 Oct. 2015.

2. “POSE and REVOK: Uphill Both Ways,” exhibition summary, Jonathan LeVine

Gallery, June 2013. Web. 16 Oct. 2015.

3. Sean Irving, “Interview: POSE MSK, Let Loose After Dark,” Acclaim Magazine, 1

Aug, 2012. Web. 16 Oct. 2015.
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Marquis Lewis, or Retna’s, cultural capital is on the rise. 
The artist has worked with the likes of Louis Vuitton and 
recently designed Justin Bieber’s Purpose album cover.1
Retna’s work brings a layer of poetry and symbolism to 
the increasingly commodified intersection of art and pop 
culture. Similarly, Retna’s The Provocateurs mural mystifies
a previously common looking wall at 33 E. Congress. 
The once unnotable building is imbued with the poetic aura 
by the work. The painting looks like an ancient, perhaps
alien, text blown up to a monumental scale. The 
composition implies the text should be readable, but the
invented script denies the viewer access to content or 
meaning. The painting is also in close proximity to Ben 
Eine’s large-scale text piece that reads Harmony. The
juxtaposition starts an interesting dialogue around the 
way symbols convey or deny the viewer meaning based on 
readability.

RETNA
33  E  Congress Ave 

South Facing Wall

b y  S t e v e n  M a s n j a k
The  Provocateurs Series

It is important to have art in the streets as 
a cultural fabric that is woven into the city 

for the upliftment of civic pride. 
- RETNA
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Retna’s script draws influences from Old-English fonts, 
hieroglyphs, eastern calligraphy, Arabic, and graffiti.2 Though 
the artists attest his invented script holds meaning and can 
be decoded, for most viewers, it functions as an aesthetic 
experience rather than a linguistic or narrative one. The 
mural is painted in monochrome. The white 
lettering pops off the black ground of the building. The 
script is an intricate weaving of positive and negative space 
that come together to form a tapestry-like cohesive visual 
experience. The composition is unique in that it is viewed 
left to right, line by line as if reading a sacred text, a poem, 
a novel, or perhaps a magazine.

Retna encourages the viewers to seek out the meaning in 
his work as scholar would work to unravel and translate an 
ancient text. Through his painting he intends to understand 
and decode the languages that inspire him, and the way 
language has functioned as a tool to understand self and 
society. Humans know themselves through words, they 
articulate identity, in thought and speech, through language. 
But that language is always a product of a pre-existing 
social structure, so man is always left to know himself through 
other’s words.  An interesting question is raised through his 
invented script about the origins of language and the way it 
binds an individual to a culture.The artist has been asked to 
reveal the meaning of his compositions, noting:
 

I want people to try and figure it out. I think I give 
them what it says, but I like the interaction part. That 
reminds me of when I’m looking at like Hebrew or 
calligraphy, or anything like that—I don’t know what 
it says. But if I try to do my homework, or look into it, 
I’ll find a meaning and try to find why it’s like that, or 
maybe I won’t, but at least you give it that attempt of 
trying to see it.1
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1 Kordic, Angie. “New Justin Bieber Album Cover Art Designed by Retna.” WideWalls. 

Web. 21 Oct. 2015.

2 Binlot, Ann. “THE Q&A: RETNA, ARTIST.” More Intelligent Life. Web. 21 Oct. 2015.

3 Elejalde-Ruiz, Alexia. “Can Street Art Boost Wabash Businesses?” Chicagotribune.com.  

1 Aug. 2015. Web. 21 Oct. 2015.

In the context of an urban living canvas there is a meaningful 
metaphor hidden in the cryptic font—the desire to seek out 
knowledge and meaning for oneself rather than accepting 
the face value of a given image. The painting also works 
to make the viewer question; when so much of identity
is rooted in language, how does one come to understand 
a foreign culture when meaning is lost in translation and 
understanding denied through the inability to understand 
the symbol.
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“Graffiti saved my life!” writes Chicago-based graffiti artist 
Nino “TSELONE” Rodriguez.1 Entering the graffiti world in 
1984, Rodriguez gained youthful notoriety tagging alleyways
and CTA cars. While these activities may have landed 
him on the wrong side of the law a few times, Rodriguez 
acknowledges that tagging also kept him out of gangs. 
Involved in graffiti art over thirty years now, Rodriguez
has evolved his practice to include legally painted 
murals, while also mentoring younger artists in their 
craft.2 Currently, Rodriguez is mastering the use of new 
spray paint that mimics fine art practices, a route he 
says the new generational graffiti artists are taking. Even 
with the incorporation of fine art elements, however, 
Rodriguez intends to keep his lettering wild and complex.3

Using graffiti techniques not as an attempt to deface but 
to enhance, Rodriguez’s mural covers three full walls of a 
nondescript one-story building. Waves of undulating color 
swirl and dance around this corner building that houses 
George’s Bar, an 80-year-old establishment of the Wabash 
Corridor. The color palette for the mural seems infinite, 
making use of every color under the sun – or at least 
every hue available in aerosol spray can. Until one is within 
relatively close distance of the mural, small details and 
references to Chicago may go unnoticed. For instance, 
Rodriquez has inserted the mascots for both the Chicago 
Cubs and White Sox in various places within the mural, as well 
as the instantly recognizable stars and bars of the Chicago 
flag. Renditions of the city’s famous skyline appear along the 

Nino Rodriguez
Balbo and Wabash

Northwest  corner  
b y  S t a c e y  Z a r l i n g

Color of 
L i n e s
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walls in several places, calling out the Willis (formerly Sears) 
Tower, the John Hancock Building, and the Water Tower
specifically. In various places, swaths of color transform 
into Chicago’s famous elevated trains. The entire mural 
is a celebration of swirling color and the city of Chicago.

A Columbia College Chicago graduate who earned 
his degree in 2005, Rodriguez had lofty goals 
for his mural given its location so close to the 
downtown area and the college itself. Rodriguez explains:

I wanted to design a mural with multiple colors to define 
Columbia and the growing multi-cultural new thriving 
community growing around that area. My multi-color 
mural has no definitive figures or shapes, the colors 
are all swirls of who we are; different color people 
moving in different directions with other color people 
working together to create a positive community 
and movement. That’s why that particular area is 
becoming successful with architecture, Columbia 
College Chicago, and a gallery of free murals; I 
believe my mural [speaks to] the tone for that area.4

When asked if the mural has generated an increase in 
business, a long-time George’s bartender quickly dismisses 
the notion, and regulars do not seem to have much of an 
opinion of the work. Indeed, with a Yelp review featuring 
a picture of its toilet, George’s Bar, as well as its long-
standing neighbor Harold’s Chicken Shack, are no doubt 
the types of establishments that will continue to draw 
their regular patrons with or without the benefit of exterior 
enhancement. Still, as one notices the addition of newer 
restaurants and bars along the Wabash corridor, one might 
consider the mural with Rodriguez’s goal in mind. Perhaps 
the signifies a fusion of the old with the new, and the 
potential of a growing community within the Wabash Corridor. 

1. Email interview with Nino Rodriguez, 2 Nov. 2015.

2. Mick Swasko, “Playing Tag,” Redeyechicago.com, 12 May 2014. Web. 16 Oct. 2015

3. Email interview, 2 Nov. 2015.
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Heidi Unkefer received her BFA in Illustration in 2013 
from Columbia College Chicago. Since graduating, Unkefer 
has been working as a Graphics Editor at The Onion 
while concurrently producing freelance design and 
illustration work. Even though her degree is in illustration, 
Unkefer is no stranger to the street art world. She
assisted Ben Eine on his Harmony piece located 
at 525 S. State Street on the University Center. It was 
through Eine, that she learned how to increase the size of 
her intricate illustrations to street art scale. This experience, 
coupled with her signature whimsical illustrative style, 
cemented the first place spot for Unkefer in the 2014 
Wabash Arts Corridor Alumni competition.

With Slime Mountain, Unkefer introduces a blast of 
cartoonish fun to the exterior of the building where, 
coincidentally, Columbia’s illustration classes currently 
meet. Pictured at the center of the composition is a large, 
baby blue volcano-shaped figure that overflows with 
oozing green lava. This oozing goo encapsulates the 
inner circle containing the volcano as well as its small, grey 
counterparts. With eyes wide open, the volcano blows its 
cap while concurrently shooting a laser beam toward the sky 
through its third eye suggesting that it has reached a sense 
of Nirvana. The hourglass shape that is created between
the volcano and the coral trajectory is in direct contrast 
to thegreen, bubbling lava that is seen throughout the 
composition.

H e i d i   Unkefer 
623  S.  Wabash  Ave  

South  Facing  Wall 
b y  A m a r a  A n d r e w

S l i m e
Mountain



50

Large orange hands wiggle from the separated top, playfully 
splashing about in the lava. One hand blasts apart, 
as if rocketed into orbit by the newfound explosion of 
self-fulfillment. On either side of this seemingly enlightened 
volcano are sleepy, grey lumpy creatures that seem to 
cheer on their enlightened compatriot, yet seem a bit 
morose to have not yet achieved their own enlightenment. 
While these tri-eyed lumps are no stranger to 
Unkefer’s imagination, as seen in some of her other works, 
they are a unique element to the Wabash Arts Corridor. 
The artist takes the viewer on a visual journey into the 
center of her mind where characters such as these
roam free.

Though the imagery created by Unkefer has a playful 
vibe, it also contains a deeper, underlying message. 
Unkefer’s work serves as a reminder and inspiration to 
Columbia’s student body to always create even when 
feeling creatively blocked. In Slime Mountain, she brings to 
life the moment of enlightenment that every artist has felt 
after a creative block and the satisfaction felt with creating 
something new. She also shows that the fine art and 
street art communities, while seemingly separate, can
actually cohabitate peacefully. For Slime Mountain, 
Unkefer hand drew the entire mural which is a highly 
unconventional practice in the street art world. This 
combination of seemingly opposing worlds actually introduces 
a fresh, new perspective to how street art can be produced.

When asked about her experience, Unkefer said “I didn’t 
actually consider this [as] something someone could do 
full-time, because being a full-time artist is kind of unheard 
of now, but after going through all the steps, it is absolutely 
something I want to keep doing.”11

11. Covarrubias, Santiago. “Wabash Arts Corridor Goes WAC with New Color.” 

The Columbia Chronicle. Columbia College Chicago, 14 Sept. 2015. Web. 18 Oct. 2015.
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In researching the recent criticism on street art, I came 
across a most provocative statement: “It’s false that 
Street Art has turned cities into a museum… Street Art 
has turned cities into an amusement park.”12 While this is 
a bold statement, it is also a curious interpretation as so 
many street artists seek to bring art into the public sphere 
without the involvement of a formal institution. Jacob Watts’s 
piece Moose Bubblegum Bubble, on the teal-green wall in 
the heart of Columbia College’s campus is fun, whimsical, 
and silly just like an amusement park. It reads more as a 
diversion from life than a stimulus. The innocuous 
piece, from his series We Are Animals, seems to pose
the question “how do you like your art? passive or 
aggressive”?
 
Watts calls himself a “photo-illustrator and Photoshop 
wizard.”13 It is clear that he has an unprecedented 
imagination – his surrealist photo-illustration reads like 
a contemporary Magritte. As other critics have noted, 
“Harnessing his photography and retouching skills, he 
creates images that are collaged together” to cohesive 
pieces that are both outlandish and obvious. 
Watt’s work has the ability to catapult a viewer into
an alternate world without even stepping foot outside of 
Chicago – it’s no surprise that when Watt’s finishes his goal 
of creating at least one new piece every day, he is watching 
the X-files.

J a c o b 
W a t t s

Moose Bubblegum 

B u b b l e
Harrison and Wabash SouthWest Corner

b y  K y l i e  B i s c h e l 
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After the installment of some of the most infamous street 
artist in the world on Wabash the Columbia College 
Chicago’s Wabash Arts Corridor (WAC) Campus Committee 
(WACCC) launched a competition of students and alumni 
works to be put up in the spring of 2014. It became obvious
that a student presence was need in the WAC, Moose 
Bubblegum Bubble was selected as one of the winners. 
Through the use of an “urban canvas” and public art the 
WACCC began to commission works from different artists
from all over the world as well as artists of our own. It is 
an incredibly special opportunity for Columbia College 
as one the largest art schools in the country to have our 
students’ work to be so easily accessible to the public. With 
such a unique moment of opportunity it feels as though 
we would want, anything we put out to the world on our 
campus streets, to say something, to stand for 
something, and to start something, to be aggressive 
rather than passive. Watt’s piece is rather anti-political 
which could be saying that Columbia College is consciously 
negating politics which of course is political in itself - this 
piece is a massive greeting card from us to you. It says 
“hello” and “welcome” but as the  “authors of our time,” 
shouldn’t we questionwhether that is really who we are? Are 
we a subservient and submissive school? In a public sphere, 
like the WAC, it may be easier to not cause any controversy 
but this misrepresents Columbia College and the role of  
art in general. It makes it into something purely aesthetic 
and surface level rather than an entity of commentary and 
activism. In this case it is not the artist who is at fault, 
because he is not typically a street artist and his goal is not 
to create activist art. With that being said we must question 
whether it was it the right choice to have Watts’s piece win 
the spot it did. Was this simply a matter of convenience? 
With work like this placed in such a central location of our 
campus we run the risk of looking passive and flat which 
affects not our current students but future ones as well.
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On the other hand, when a handful of students, alumni and/
or pedestrians were asked their thoughts on the piece the 
general consensus was that they liked it, thought it was 
fun, positive, and unique. But some were a bit more critical 
saying that they wouldn’t mind if it wasn’t there and that 
it has been there for a long time and perhaps it is time 
to have something different in space.  It is important
that street art makes people more aware of their 
suroundings. Whether on foot, on bike, or in a car, bus, or 
L train you are sure to spot this silly and imaginative piece 
which is possibly the main reason why it was chosen.

12 ESFIC. ESFIC’s SOMEWHERE. N.p.: n.p., n.d. Print.

13 N.p., n.d. Web. http//www.jacobwatts./.net/about
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on  Public  Art  and  the  South  Loop 
fall 2015 sen ior 

art history seminar Edited by Amy M. Mooney, Ph.D .

Authors: Amara Andrew, Kylie Bischel, 
Steven Masnjak, and Stacey Zarling 

What’s comprised of 8 educational institutions, 19 galleries, 
14 performative spaces, 5 major hotels and more than 40 
restaurants? Why, the Wabash Arts Corridor of course. Founded 
in 2013, the WAC is a major cultural asset of not only the South 
Loop, but Chicago in general.

Sponsored by the Chicago Loop Alliance, the corridor features 
numerous public art installations along south Wabash, framed 
by Van Buren and Roosevelt. The initiative began through the 
efforts of Mark Kelly, chair of the WAC and vice president of 
student success at Columbia College Chicago. With support from 
Roosevelt and DePaul Universities, the Hilton Hotel, the Elephant 
Gallery, Harold Washington Library, the Auditorium Theatre, and 
others, Columbia fostered a creative cultural alliance that is in 
keeping with the college’s strategic plan for civic engagement. 
As projects continue to develop, each work increases awareness 
of the complex history of thearea and provides an opportunity to 
consider our expectations of public art.

Like all Chicago neighborhoods, the South Loop is marked with 
a history of architectural innovation and social transformation. 
Though initially established as a residential neighborhood for 
newly arrived immigrants in the 1850s, the wealthy elite soon 
began to build their stately homes in the fashionable area. The 
decimation caused by the 1871 fire, however, cleared the way 
for burgeoning industries to take over and flourish. Railroads, 
factories, film studios and printing businesses expanded, 
commissioning art deco high rise office buildings and creating 
additional employment opportunities well into the 1930s. After 
the Depression, however, the South Loop nearly became a 
forgotten area. It wasn’t until the 1970s when architects, along 
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with developers, began to eye this space for possible residential 
development opportunities. The Johnson Publishing Company 
established the iconic presence of Ebony and Jet magazines at 
820 S. Michigan at this time. Growth and resurgence continued 
throughout the 1980s and ‘90s when places such as Printer’s 
Row, a booming printing district less than a century prior, were 
converted into residential apartments. 

Repurposing something, such as an old factory into luxury living 
spaces is one of the main defining features of the South Loop. 
Mindful of the impact of gentrification and the loss of affordable 
housing, however, the city has also supported the building of new 
single room occupancy units along the corridor.  It’s this diverse 
mixture of new and old that pushes the South Loop to flourish 
and thrive. In fact, the neighborhood serves as a sort of urban 
planning experiment, blending mixed-use commercial venues 
with the offices of the Illinois Department of Social Services. 
Trendy restaurants stand next to art supply shops that are just 
a few doors down from mom and pop convenience stores. When 
combined with tourism and a diverse student body, the South 
Loop reflects the challenges of balancing commerce and culture.

The Wabash Arts Corridor is strongly aligned with the objectives 
of the City of Chicago’s Cultural Plan. 1 WAC fosters cultural 
innovation by strengthening the capacity of the cultural sector 
by integrating art into daily life. The corridor attracts world-class 
artists, such as Ben Eine, in the endeavor of place making 
through enriching neighborhoods that previously had little in 
the way of cultural assets. The corridor also works to infuse the 
mundane of daily life, the commute to work, to school, the errand 
run, with art through its large-scale wall paintings that act as 
an intervention in the urban environment. The works along the 
corridor are created through a variety of circumstances. As noted 
by reporter Lori Rotenberk “Artists usually create the murals free 
of cost, some to promote their work for sale in nearby galleries. 
Paint companies donate materials. Before a building can be 
painted, owners sign off on and agree to not paint over them 
for at least six months. But this is no pop-up art project; WAC 
officials anticipate that the murals, which tend to better with 
age, will be up for at least a decade.” 2 The installations, murals, 
and photographs that constitute the project bring numerous 
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questions and expectations as to their subject matter, intention 
and audience. First and foremost, they are recognized as a form 
of street art and public expectations for street art are high.  As 
critic Mark Irvine states “a street work can be an intervention, a 
collaboration, a commentary, a dialogic critique, an individual or 
collective manifesto, an assertion of existence, aesthetic therapy 
for the dysaesthetics of urban controlled, commercialized 
visibility, and a Whitmanian hymn with the raw energy of pent-
up democratic desires for expression and self-assertion.”3 Many 
look to street art as a democratizing force, making those who 
seem invisible visible, supporting a broader understanding of 
the diversity of our city. Though the typical canon of art history 
largely reflects the efforts of white men, we can use public space 
to represent those who have been omitted and oppressed. In 
this way, street art can address social justice issues, blowing 
past institutional boundaries and creating an authentic human 
discourse. But does street art accomplish this?  Does street 
art as we experience it on the Wabash Arts Corridor speak for 
everyone? Or is it more realistic to set the goal of speaking to 
everyone? Such a project certainly has the potential to forge 
a public sphere, but its creators and commissioners are not 
democratically elected officials. Instead, they come to this project 
in circuitous ways, reflecting the history and interests of the South 
Loop.

Street art as it exists today was born from an evolution of the 
anti-authoritarian markmaking of graffiti coalescing with the long 
history of mural art. Street artists, like Banksy, use their work to 
call attention to certain spaces and social concerns. Through the 
context of the surrounding space their work is given meaning and 
helps guide the viewer to understand the often critical, urban 
intervention.  Well-conceived street art serves as a way to call 
attention to issues and places that the everyday passerby would 
not typically take the time to look at or contemplate. As street artist 
Marc Auge notes “The placement of works is often a call to place, 
marking locations with awareness, over against the proliferating 
urban ‘non-places’ of anonymous transit and commerce.”4 In this 
way, street art serves as a wake up call, making viewers more 
aware of their surroundings. The urban context of the work also 
helps artists to reach a broader demographic. Those passing by 
on their way to and from work, school and running errands may not 
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have the time or interest to engage in the institutional art world.  
These urban interventions are placed within the trajectory of 
their daily lives, making art more accessible. It’s not the abstract 
space of geometry, urban planning, or the virtual space of the 
screen, but the space created by lived experience, defined by 
people mapping their own movements and daily relationships to 
perceived centers of power through the streets, neighborhoods, 
and transit networks of the city.5

Street art is unique in its ability to engage with the audience in 
their everyday lives. It brings the aesthetic experience of art into 
a space that is typically reserved for marketing imagery and acts 
against it by engaging viewers in a social dialogue. Recently, street 
art has been criticized for loosing its edge and/or effectiveness 
as a socially critical tool. Street art selectively consumes graffiti, 
adopting its “edge” and “risk” while catering to refinement and 
common taste and foregoing graffiti’s complex history of poverty 
and oppression. It even claims to adopt graffiti’s function of 
social criticism while signaling the gentrification that crowds out 
the oppressed from their homes. As street artist Cleon Peterson 
observes “I don’t want to get myself into trouble [Laughs], but a 
lot of times I see street art as a way to gentrify neighborhoods—
you know, up real estate pricing. But I think something like graffiti 
is destructive, and it comes more from the spirit that I like. It’s not 
an advertisement or something signed off on by building owners 
or politicians. It’s work that’s not controlled.”6 Yet the projects 
along the WAC are agreed to by the building owners, bringing 
concerns of control and gentrification to mind. One might compare 
the WAC to the once working class neighborhood of Wicker Park 
and its transformation into a bohemian artistic community, which 
then yielded to a subsequent “re-gentrification” by the real estate 
industry.7 Is the WAC project contributing to the gentrification of 
the South Loop in a similar fashion?

The artists of the initial WAC murals, The Provocateur Series, 
did not reflect the broader population of this neighborhood. 
Largely white, male and frequently trained at elite art institutes, 
these creators garnered substantive commissions through 
Lollapalooza, signaling the ways in which street art has not only 
become mainstream, but has also become capitalistic.2 Shepard 
Fairey, one of the artists on the WAC, and the progenitor of the 
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partnership with Lollapalooza franchise, is often criticized for 
his connections with corporate consumer culture, belittled as 
seeking the “street cred” of a revolutionary artist, while doing 
marketing campaigns for Pepsi and Saks Fifth Avenue.8 Given 
their commercial connections, what do viewers gain from their 
messages of “We Own the Future?” The curators of the corridor 
expressed concern for supporting a more diverse and inclusive 
group of artists, commissioning artists such as Hebru Bently who 
pays homage to Tuskegee aviators through his fly boy series and  
Tatyana Fazlalizadeh’s whose Stop Telling Women To Smile, is 
socially activated. Her biting critique of the expectation for women 
to be pleasant and accommodating brings the edge back to the 
street art, side-stepping the trap of the art as a decorative tool 
of gentrification. Instead, Fazlalizadeh’s work engages students, 
faculty and the broader community in a dialogue about our 
behaviors and expectations, reminding us of the viability of art 
as a tool of social change.

The final question to address is one of audience—just who is the 
public in this realm of public art? Presumably, public art is directed 
toward those who travel in and around it, directly interacting with 
the work.  A work’s specific location and its transformation of the 
space around it are certainly critical factors in the conception and 
reception of public art. Yet through the Internet and social media, 
these works move beyond the constraints of site specificity, 
allowing for broader audience access. When public art is taken 
out of its environment and consumed by a digital audience, how 
is the work’s message impacted? Does the personal experience 
of site, sound, scale, and surroundings still matter?

A common argument made in defense of our increasing use 
of technology is that with the Internet, an artist can reach an 
audience not otherwise accessible. Limitations placed on 
viewership by physical location or the elitist restrictions of the 
cultural community no longer exist on the World Wide Web (do 
note fair reader, that you are reading this essay on an app). With 
one simple Tweet, a work of art can be viewed by thousands the 
world over. Yet, we should consider who these thousands might be. 
Access to the Internet may seem unlimited. We easily forget that 
those in underdeveloped countries and disadvantaged groups 
such as the homeless population have limited, if any, access to 
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the Internet.  The “utopian promise of universal communication” 
is still restricted by factors of economics and education.9

Furthermore, the transmission of a work of art through the web 
does not guarantee immediate viewing by an indiscriminate 
audience. Potential viewers must either be informed of where to 
look, or be of a mindset to search for such work themselves. It 
therefore stands to reason that the work of a particular artist is 
more likely to be viewed by an audience that already is already 
favorably inclined toward that artist or his or her message. 
Conversely, a work of public art is visible to everyone who passes 
by, conveying its message to all, no matter their leanings or socio-
economic background.

Despite potential limitations in its universal reach, the Internet 
provides a valuable tool for artists to drive conversation and 
generate viewer interaction. In his essay “The Work on the Street: 
Street Art and Visual Culture,” critic Martin Irvine speaks of street 
art as being at the intersectionof geo-political territory and the 
global city of bits. At this intersection, a “global remix” occurs 
– public art is appropriated and redistributed on the Internet, 
where the content is reinterpreted, rewritten, and reimaged. In 
the realm of this “read-write” culture, artists create work that 
functions both at the local and global level. With the global city 
as their canvas, Irvine writes, “the act and gesture performed in 
one location can now be viewed from any other city location, and 
documented, archived, compared, imitated, remixed, with any 
kind of dialogic response.”10

Compare, for example, two of the works along the Wabash Arts 
Corridor. Does Jacob Watt’s Moose Bubblegum Bubble seek 
to engage in a dialog within a global community? Perhaps not. 
Tatyana Fazlalizadeh’s Stop Telling Women to Smile, on the other 
hand, demands global interaction. Using a website specifically 
designed around her public murals and posters, Fazlalizadeh 
provides an online form for viewers to become directly involved 
with the “Stop Telling Women to Smile” campaign in their own 
neighborhoods, and collects real life experiences from women for 
use in upcoming installations.
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Even with the possibilities of global interaction afforded by the 
Internet, we must ask how removing a work from the public realm 
and transmitting into the digital one affects its interpretation. 
Using various examples of street art, scholar Nicholas Riggle 
argues that the artist’s use of the street plays an important role 
in the interpretation of a public work. Whether it be inflatable 
sculptures activated by subway cars or steel dumpsters covered 
by wallpaper, the removal of street art from the street can 
severely compromise the work’s meaning.11 In our example, 
even though Fazlalizadeh’s message translates fairly well over 
the Internet, something about its “in your face” directness is 
lost when the viewer’s experience is mediated through a screen; 
they miss the direct (and arguably intimidating) confrontation of 
the women’s stares. Moreover, direct social engagement – two 
random strangers starting a conversation over the work– does 
not happen when sitting alone in front of a computer.  A digital 
interaction cannot replace one’s personal interaction with a work 
of public art, as it requires the continual negotiation of people 
and place.
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