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Abstract 

 

Los Muros Nos Hablan: Graffiti in Valparaíso Chile 

 

Amethyst Rey Beaver, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisor:  Andrea Giunta 

 

The city of Valparaiso is an incredibly complex city with multiple actors each 

with a different cultural agenda.  Compounded by the unclear laws and politics 

surrounding the 2003 UNESCO world heritage designation, it is an urban center 

brimming with tension.  Within this space, graffiti articulates an unmediated, anti-

hegemonic voice within the public sphere. The tactics and strategies used to disseminate 

this cultural expression have allowed graffiti to find a tenuous, if ever present existence 

in the city.  Paradoxically, as the individual authors tactically and strategically align to 

produce a forceful graffiti movement, they have also put themselves and their graffiti in a 

position where it can be usurped and used for the purposes of promoting Valparaiso as a 

hip, bohemian site of authentic, consumable culture.  Graffiti can be read as a written 

signal of disaccord, yet its move into the codified gallery spaces of Chilean government 

re-inscribe graffiti within a historical cannon determined by cultural and government 

authorities.  By exploring graffiti in São Paulo as a parallel to graffiti in Valparaiso and 

the Expo Graffiti Porteño, I problematize the practice of delineating graffiti into 

categories of art verses vandalism.  This division is polemical and divisive and obscures 
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the significance of all and any graffiti within the public sphere.  Ultimately, this project 

seeks to examine graffiti’s marginal position and the consequences of its acceptance by 

institutions that confer artistic or cultural legitimacy.  
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INTRODUCTION 

I arrived in Valparaiso, Chile on March 17th, 2010, a little over two weeks after 

the 8.8 earthquake that rocketed through the central regions leaving the people shaken, 

mourning their dead and walking feebly as the aftershocks came in waves. Chile was also 

in the process of celebrating its bicentennial, which included everything—from 

organizing conferences, lectures and cultural spectacles to special bicentennial marketing 

and weekly promotions in the grocery stores. In Valparaiso, the Congreso de la Lengua 

Española was set to take place from February 28th-March 28th.1   The Triennial Congress 

rotates locations throughout the Spanish-speaking world and this was the first time that it 

was set to take place in Chile.  In conjunction with the Congreso de la Lengua Española, 

SEACEX—la Sociedad Estatal para la Acción Cultural Exterior de España—appointed 

three curators to organize a visual arts project for the city.2  This project was separate 

from the Congreso but was purposefully running parallel to the event.  For the 2010 

exhibition, the curators, Jorge Díez, José Roca, and Paulina Varas, put together 

Välparaíso: INterVENCIONES.3  The curatorial team invited twenty-four artists and 

artist collectives to create works in the public sphere with the very clear purpose of 

                                                 
1 Because of the earthquake on Febrary 27th, the Congreso de la Lengua Española became the “virtual” 
congress and the papers were circulated online. In English, Congreso de la Lengua Española is the Spanish 
Language Congress. 
2 La Sociedad Estatal para la Acción Cultual Exterior de España translates as the State Society for Cultural 
Actions Outside of Spain. 
3 Jorge Díez is an independent curator and cultural director of the project who lived and works in Madrid. 
José Roca is an independent curator who works in and between Philadelphia and Bogota. Paulina Varas is a 
Valparaiso-based independent curator and researcher. The title of the project is officially Välparaíso 
invenciones e intervenciones—in English,Valparaiso Inventions and Interventions—playing on the idea 
that the artists are inventing and intervening in the city. The colloquial anecdote about the name of the city 
says that the name of the city, Valparaiso, comes from “Va al paraíso” (go to paradise). The umlaut over 
the first “a” of Valparaiso creates a double “a” sound, recalling an anecdote about how Valparaiso got its 
name.  Paulina Varas, interview with the author, October 3, 2010. Valparaiso, Chile. Transcribed and 
translated by Amethyst Beaver. 
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including the city not just as a backdrop but as an integral part of the art interventions.  

Because of the earthquake, the opening celebration for the Välparaíso:INterVENCIONES 

was postponed and then eventually inaugurated quietly with the few artists who remained 

and people close to the project.4  Many of the works were already completed and 

installed in their locations, although some works were never finished, were never open to 

the public or were moved from their original locations to alternative sites. 

The creative inventions of space and art interventions were all over the city, 

holding court in every formal art space and spreading into the municipal theater, 

abandoned and forsaken buildings, moving ascensores and even onto a platform in the 

bay.  I originally stumbled upon Tamara Stuby’s work when I was walking with a friend 

near the Muelle Barón (fig. I). 5  Was that a tree and park bench on a platform floating in 

the bay?  This exhibition interested me because it intervened in the public space. The 

city, it seemed to me, was a compliant canvas for daily interventions: artistic or 

otherwise.  Protests, celebrations, street vendors and even people walking from their 

homes to the city center were intervening and interacting within the public space 

constantly. Was it because private spaces had become indistinguishable from the public 

spaces?  I did not know, but the stage was set for a continual conversation not only 

between the people who lived there, but also between the walls and signpost, doors and 

buildings.  I soon came to find that the walls had a voice.  The city itself, spoke.   

One evening when walking home with friends, I saw Shalak Attack and Smoky, a 

Chilean-Canadian and Brazilian couple painting faces on a wall near my apartment 

building (fig. II).  Shalak Attack was in the process of painting a woman’s face.  The 

                                                 
4 Paulina Varas, interview with the author, October 3, 2010. Valparaiso, Chile. Transcribed and translated 
by Amethyst Beaver. 
5 Ascensores are the outdoor elevators that take people from the bottom to the top of the Valparaiso hills. In 
English Muelle Barón translates to Baron Pier. 
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sweeping black lines outlined the puffed and pursed lips, defined the bubble shaped and 

highly pronounced cheekbones and highlighted the melancholy almond shaped eyes.  The 

face was slightly darker green than the background wall.  The author used pink and 

yellow to emphasize the cheekbones and darker purple to depict the recessed eyelids; 

these bright contrasting colors make the entire face stand out against the light green wall.  

Immediately to the left of the Shalak Attack’s green face is Smokey’s dark brown, 

rectangular shaped face.  Smokey chose to paint his work on a highly textured section of 

the wall that is divided by three horizontal lines that split the composition into four 

registers.  Each register encompasses a distinct cross-section of the face.  The top register 

holds the eyebrows, the second register holds the eyes.  The third register holds the nose 

and the bottom register holds the wide, downturned lips.  The large, cartoon-like ears 

break outside of the compact face and spill into the bordering walls and door.  The faces 

are humorous and human, their gaze penetrating.   

I stopped to speak to Smokey and Shalak Attack about their graffiti.  While I 

watched them finishing their paintings, I met KOA who gave me her boyfriend's email 

address and directions to their paint and graffiti store in the center of the city.  The next 

week I made arrangements to go in and meet with El Odio.6  Within my first few minutes 

in the store, looking around, asking questions about colors and caps I was introduced to 

Caos and his friend who were on their way to the Expo Graffiti Porteño.7 As I 

enthusiastically followed them, I learned that the Expo Graffiti Porteño was a graffiti 

show on display at the gallery of the Centro de Extension del Consejo Nacional de la 

                                                 

6 “El Odio” literally translates into English as “the Hate.” 
7 Caps are the nozzles on aerosol cans that can be changed to create varying line densities. In English 
“Caos” means “Chaos.” Porteño refers to the people from the port city of Valparaiso. In this case, it refers 
to the artists and graffiti style unique to Valparaiso. 
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Cultura y las Artes (CENTEX). 8   The show was set to run from April 25th through May 

15th.  The Expo consisted of four distinct exhibition components: one was a four-part 

exhibition within the CENTEX gallery and three of which occurred outside in the streets.  

Outside of the gallery there were graffiti classes, a graffiti meeting with eight invited 

graffiti authors from other parts of Chile and a giant graffiti-mural in the Barrio Puerto.9  

The giant graffiti-mural reaches sixty feet (twenty meters) tall, towering over Calle 

Valdivia10 and can be seen from the surrounding hillsides (fig. III).  The work is visually 

arresting from a distance and simultaneously highly detailed when viewed closely.  The 

area of the graffiti-mural looks almost perfectly square (fig. IV).  At the center of the 

composition a giant tree sprouts from a floating island. The underside of the island is just 

shy of the base border and the bright green leaves of the tree reach past the top of the 

composition.  The tree’s trunk dominates the center; its gnarled and knobby branches 

coming to a meeting point in the center of the trunk (fig. V). The graffiti-mural is 

bursting with detail; the swirling composition of concentric circles of color obscures the 

intricate details that I will evaluate in the following chapters.  

When we arrived at the Expo I was introduced to La Robot de Madera (signature 

LRM) one of the four organizers of the show and the artist behind Acción Efímero 

Transitorio one of the four presentations within the CENTEX gallery.11  There were 

others there too; skaters and friends, all watching as Caos deftly painted over one of El 

                                                 
8 This is the center of extension of the National Council for Culture and the Arts.  I will continue to refer to 
this gallery as CENTEX. 
9 Barrio Puerto is one of the oldest, most traditional neighborhoods in the city.  In English it literally means 
port neighborhood and historically was the center of commerce and social life. 
10 Valdivia Street.  
11 “La Robot de Madera” translates to “The Wooden Robot.” The idea behind Acción Efímero Transitorio 
was to simulate what graffiti is like in the streets, an ephemeral, transitory action.  LRM set up a series of 
panels and invited local graffiti artists to come and repaint the panels again and again.  La Robot de 
Madera. Interview with the author, May 25, 2010. Valparaiso, Chile.  Transcribed and translated by 
Amethyst Beaver. 
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Odio's cartoon-like characters.  The organizers of the show constructed cardboard 

viewing portals to see inside the blocked off rooms (fig. VI).  The panels within LRM’s 

exposition had clearly been painted over many times by different graffiti authors, the 

remains of other writer’s works still peaked out from underneath.  LRM introduced me to 

his friend and collaborator who is well known and loved in Valparaiso as CharquiPunk.12 

LRM also introduced me via email to Rod Palmer, an English art historian and author of 

Street Art Chile.  Palmer, a wandering soul who had been in and out of Chile working on 

Chilean graffiti for many years, introduced me to Juana Perez, a native of Santiago who 

often travels to paint in Valparaiso. CharquiPunk then introduced me to TOMBO. 

TOMBO, an architect by day and an active graffiti bomber by night, introduced me to 

Poyo, the co-founder of their online publication, Graffito, a graffiti magazine that seeks 

to record the graffiti phenomenon in Chile.13  LRM also introduced me via email to his 

friend and collaborator, Inti.  Inti gave me the information to get in touch with Santiago 

Underground Crew member and Expo Graffiti Porteño collaborator, Saile. Via my 

friends at the Centro de Residencias para Artistas Contemporáneos (CRAC), I met Gigi, 

an art teacher and graffiti activist in the Valparaiso region.14  

I interviewed anyone who would talk to me, offered to buy them coffee and 

eagerly recorded our conversations. I went with LRM when he gave a talk at a local high 
                                                 
12 CharquiPunk created his name in 1994 when he was working as a DJ.  The idea for the name came from 
a DJ character in a friend’s comic book.  Charqui is a Quechua word for dried meat.  CharquiPunk, 
interview with the author, August 16, 2010, Valparaiso, Chile. Translated by the author. 
13 Graffito seeks to share the richness of the Chilean graffiti with an international audience, strengthen the 
local graffiti scene and present a more constructive perspective of the graffiti scene in Chile. TOMBO, 
interview with the author, August 31, 2010, Valparaiso, Chile. Translated by the author. 
14 In English Centro de Residencias para Artistas Contemporáneos translates into the Residency Center for 
Contemporary Artists.  CRAC Valparaíso is a not-for-profit collaborative platform that seeks to foster 
dialogue between artists, researchers, architects and creative thinkers.  For more information about CRAC 
Valparaíso, please see their website http://www.cracvalparaiso.org/. “Graffiti activist” is my term.  I see 
Gigi as a graffiti activist because she works to create a positive awareness of graffiti in the city and 
surrounding towns. She works with kids in at risk communities and promotes graffiti as a positive form of 
expression. 
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school promoting the Expo Graffiti Porteño.  I accompanied El Odio and LRM as they 

went painting the metal curtains in el Barrio Puerto. I held the camera as TOMBO 

bombed billboards in Viña del Mar.  I assisted Gigi when she went to teach a graffiti 

class to an eager group of 9-12 years olds in an at risk neighborhood in the outskirts of 

Valparaiso.  I traveled to Rosario, Argentina and caught up with Palmer, Juana Perez, 

CharquiPunk and LRM at a show that Palmer organized.  I attended LRM's college level 

graffiti course that he taught in conjunction with the Balmaceda, a cultural center in 

Valparaiso.  With TOMBO as my teacher and support, I even brushed off my dusty 

painting skills and tried my luck with the aerosol variety.  Many came to my birthday 

party and bid me farewell as I promised to return to Valparaiso as soon as I could.  In 

short, I became a friend and an accomplice to the graffiti community I was writing about. 

Through the process of my investigation and the process of trying to explain my 

thesis to others, people have asked me "Why focus on graffiti in Valparaiso? What is 

different about Valparaiso graffiti?"  I found it hard to respond because those were not 

the questions I was originally trying to answer.  There is graffiti in every city of the 

world.  Shinny hardcover books from giant publishers like Century and Taschen and 

mainstream movies like Exit Through the Gift Shop demonstrate that "street art" has 

taken the art world by storm.  It has become its own genre nuzzling its way into major 

museums and exhibition spaces like the Tate Modern in London, the Los Angeles MOCA 

and the São Paulo Biennial in Brazil.   

When street art is exploding all over the world, why focus on Valparaiso and the 

infinitely smaller Expo Graffiti Porteño?  While I do think that one could analyze the 

graffiti in Valparaiso as a case study within a larger international explosion of street art, I 

am particularly interested in looking at it as part of the culture of the city within its own 

context.  I am interested in looking at how it is both a product of and an active producer 
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of culture.  Simply spending a few short hours in the city would clue you in to the vast 

world of graffiti, tags, murals, bombs and stencils that have taken over the walls, 

sidewalks, sign posts and metal curtains.  There is not a single wall in the center of the 

city that remains untouched.  I am interested in graffiti in Valparaiso because it is the 

most visible and vocal intervention in the city.  

There is a palpable tension between trying to hide the unsavory marks made by 

idle hands and actively promoting the aesthetically pleasing graffiti for tourist 

consumption.  What is interesting is that both the beautiful and the delinquent graffiti are 

making statements in the public sphere that are diametrically in contestation with the 

political and social powers that promote some works and erase others.  An exhibition like 

the Expo Graffiti Porteño, a show organized by four graffiti writers, retains an interesting 

position within the city.  On one hand, their graffiti-murals and gallery show was a 

success, earning positive recognition both in Chile and internationally.  On the other 

hand, these same artists are not opposed to the vandal graffiti; many began by creating 

vandal graffiti and some continue to mark walls with their tags while executing their 

composed graffiti-murals.  In many ways, in order for the beautiful works to exist, there 

must be a city full of color, tags and expression.  You cannot simply have the pretty stuff: 

it exists within a world where anyone’s voice can be heard when it is written on a wall.   

Although the government and tourist organizations promote the graffiti that they like, 

graffiti—authorized or otherwise—speaks loudly in a city torn between the consumer 

culture of modern capitalism and postmodern tourism that keeps Valparaiso within a time 

capsule.   

In this thesis I am interested in analyzing these graffiti interventions as products 

of their specific contemporary moment.  Rather than trying to point out what is so unique 

about Valparaiso and the graffiti that covers the walls there, I am seeking to examine the 
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graffiti in the city as part of a larger conversation and negotiation between public space 

and the individuals who create graffiti. Throughout this discussion, I will maintain the 

term graffiti-mural. This is necessary for a few reasons. First of all, this is the word that 

the authors of these interventions use to designate their work.  In Latin America, and 

Chile in particular, the term mural connotes muralismo, a particularly politicized 

movement that began in Mexico and traveled throughout the Americas and gained a 

culturally entrenched position within Chile.15  In Chile muralismo became irrevocably 

tied to politics during the late 1960’s and 1970’s when political supporters would create 

murals in public spaces for their candidates.  In the elections of 1970, mural-painting 

brigades, most famously, the Brigadas Ramona Parra (BRP), would paint murals in 

support of the socialist candidate Salvador Allende.  During Allende’s presidency 

muralismo blossomed filling the streets and even museums of Chile.  When Allende was 

over-thrown in the September 11th, 1973 military coup, the incoming government 

whitewashed all of the murals.  During the following seventeen years of conservative 

military dictatorship, various members of the BRP continued to paint murals 

clandestinely, under penalty of death.16  At a time when thousands of people had been 

disappeared, forced into exile and tortured, painting a mural in the public space was a 

highly politically charged and extremely dangerous activity.   

Today, the art practitioners who are the focus of my thesis wish to maintain a 

distance from muralismo in Chile and the political connotation that it carries.  Even while 

many graffiti authors cite the BRP and Chilean muralismo as one of their influences, they 

clearly seek to distance themselves from that designation.  These authors want to 
                                                 
15 For more information about Muralismo in Mexico, please see Leonard Folgarait, Mural Painting and 
Social Revolution in Mexico, 1920-1940: Art of the New Order.  (New York City: Cambridge University 
Press, 1998).  
16 For an excellent examination of Chilean muralismo, please see Eduardo Castillo Espinoza, Puño y letra: 
movimiento social y comunicación gráfica en Chile. (Santiago de Chile: Ocho Libros, 2006).   
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maintain that their works are not political in the sense that they do not carry a particularly 

political meaning.  I sustain that these graffiti authors are also keen to maintain their 

connection to graffiti because of the international influences of graffiti that arrived in the 

1990’s.17  While I understand that in other parts of the world artists are using the same 

techniques but are simply using the term “mural,” I seek to analyze these particular 

manifestations within their distinct location in Valparaiso and this mandates using the 

vocabulary that has emerged in this context.  Thus, while graffiti authors and muralists in 

San Francisco might be creating aesthetically similar works with some of the same 

processes and techniques, the specific situation in Chile renders it necessary to designate 

these works as graffiti-murals.   

In the following chapters I will seek to answer the questions that have arisen in 

the course of my time in Valparaiso and in the year since I left my beloved Puerto.  My 

first chapter places my reader within the context of Valparaiso as a city by examining 

how UNESCO’s designation as a World Heritage Site of Cultural Patrimony has affected 

and continues to affect the politics of space.  I analyze and illustrate the complexities of 

how the UNESCO designation has encouraged cultural tourism in a city whose livelihood 

has ceased to depend primarily on the port and how/why this has kept Valparaiso tied to 

the past without allowing it the room to grow, develop and change in the present.  I 

specify exactly how this has effected the legislation surrounding graffiti in the Barrio 

Puerto and historic city center.  It is interesting to note that while some of the graffiti-

mural interventions have been embraced by the city, local authorities are seeking to limit 

the sale and purchase of spray paint and physically track down specific graffiti writers 

because of the damage that they have caused in the city.  The municipality's process of 

                                                 
17 For more information on the rise of Chilean graffiti, please see Francisco Pino, El libro de graffiti de 
Pardepés. (Santiago de Chile: Pardepés, 2005). 
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negotiating what is aesthetically desirable and what is criminalized is worthy of 

discussion.  In this chapter I propose that graffiti (both the authorized and unauthorized) 

is a protest to the commercialization of a "historic" culture and is expressing a non-

acceptance of the transformation of Valparaiso into a city of spectacle for tourists.  

Conversely, I seek to show that these graffiti interventions might actually help to promote 

the same consumption of spectacle and “culture” that they are hoping to discourage.  

I frame my second chapter using Jürgen Habermas’s notion of the public sphere.  

By employing both Habermas and Leonardo Avritzer as theoretical frameworks I classify 

all graffiti within the public sphere as a dynamic participant within a democratic dialogue 

in the public space.  By formally analyzing specific works in their particular political and 

social contexts, I demonstrate how graffiti is working as part of the dialogue in the public 

sphere.  I examine two very distinct works, Tsunami (fig. VII) and Fin a la Ley 

Antiterrorista (fig. VIII), and I sustain that the visual language of graffiti is 

communicating various political agendas (one more loudly than the other) and presenting 

new opinions and an alternative dialogue in Habermas’s public sphere.  Using James 

Scott’s theory of infrapolitics I seek to show that graffiti is an alternative narrative to the 

official voice in the media and traditional modes of communication.  I also posit that 

graffiti, even in its most basic tag form, provides a constant jab at the power structures 

based on its spatial insubordination. Raymond Williams posits that the articulation of 

everyday resistance and the tension surrounding that resistance is culture.  Coupled with 

Michel de Certeau’s theoretical frameworks of tactic and strategy, I analyze how graffiti 

authors are promoting their own culture of graffiti in the city.  By illustrating a personal 

experience watching graffiti authors work in the city, I demonstrate how graffiti is used 

as a tactic and as a strategy to position it within a more permanent physical and psychic 

space in Valparaiso.   



 11 

In my third chapter I examine the role of the individual in the process of creating 

graffiti.  While the tactics of graffiti have become part of a larger strategy in a collective 

graffiti movement, I believe that a thorough analysis of the personal reasons for creating 

graffiti is imperative to understand how it can be both harmoniously collective and 

fiercely individual.  I was interested in looking at street art in Valparaiso for exactly what 

it was: graffiti in one city, with its own players and rules.  Graffiti can be an individual 

expression with complete disregard for authority or the opinions of the neighbors.  But 

others enliven and brighten, inspire and conspire with the Porteño community while 

simultaneously remaining critical of the politics of power.  I analyze planned group 

interventions of differing scales and these examples allow me look at how graffiti and a 

few particular graffiti authors are appropriating spaces in Valparaiso. These graffiti 

interventions are aesthetically sophisticated; expert hands highly versed in the technical 

particularities of spray and latex paints draw the equally fine and bold lines and shapes.  

The compositions are coherently organized and seamlessly integrated from one artist’s 

work into the work of the next.  I highlight a few authors in particular mostly because 

they are responsible for organizing and orchestrating some of the larger-scale group 

projects in the city when I was conducting my research. While these examples cannot 

encompass the entire scene or include every influential graffiti author in the city, they are 

models of how graffiti is appropriating space. I also mention about how international 

tourist guides have highlighted graffiti as something positive within Valparaiso and an 

example of an “authentic”, if unconventional culture.  The tourist guides signal that 

graffiti is an attraction within the city and consequently graffiti authors have been 

encouraged to paint in the areas of high tourism.  

My fourth chapter focuses on the contradictions of appropriating a legitimate 

space for graffiti by gaining acceptance from governmental apparatuses. I focus on 
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graffiti’s invitation to the 2010 Valparaiso Forum Universal de la Culturas and posit that 

a contemporaneous erasure of a large-scale graffiti intervention just steps away is 

indicative of how graffiti is being domesticated and co-opted by the sources of power that 

it seeks to counter.  Secondly, I introduce the institutionalization of grafite in São Paulo 

in the 1980’s and the position of pichação in the 2008 and 2010 São Paulo Biennials as 

productive foils to the Expo Graffiti Porteño.  

Throughout this process it has become clear that graffiti in Valparaiso is not 

simply a pretty picture or the spasm of an idle hand.  These works are communicating 

within a larger complex system within a city plagued by contradictions.  Graffiti, the 

loudest, rudest, most dynamic and inescapable manifestation within the public sphere 

literally screams for our attention.  They speak of silenced identities and stories untold.  It 

articulates a tension, a counter-culture, a voice against the power structures that permeate 

insidiously dictating how to walk, what to buy and who to be.  The walls speak to us of 

an alternative dialogue bubbling to the surface. 

I have purposefully sought to keep the scope of this project narrow and to keep 

the questions tightly within the bounds of Valparaiso.  With those basic ground rules, 

there are a few moments where I believe that parallel comparisons can be fruitful to 

understand the city in its multiple facets. This is by no means exhaustive or representative 

of all of the graffiti, all of the opinions or all of the art interventions within the public 

sphere.  In this way I hope to leave it open for further research and for purposeful 

dialogue. 
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Chapter 1  

Capitalizing on Culture  

In this chapter I aim to paint a picture of the complexity of Valparaiso and the 

underlying political and social tensions that permeate the city.  Most importantly, I want 

to illustrate the impact that city policies—especially those involving UNESCO—have on 

graffiti and the laws governing graffiti.  

UNESCO IN VALPARAISO 

In 2003, The World Heritage Committee inscribed the Historic Quarter of the 

Seaport City of Valparaiso on the UNESCO World Heritage List.  UNESCO (United 

Nations Educational, Scientific, Cultural Organization), as the acronym suggests, is a 

branch of the United Nations.  It was created in November of 1945 with the mission to 

"contribute to the building of a culture of peace, the eradication of poverty, sustainable 

development and intercultural dialogue through education, the sciences, culture, 

communication and information.”18  UNESCO carries out their mission in many ways 

and one of those ways includes encouraging countries to sign the World Heritage 

Convention and nominate sites within their national territories for inclusion on the World 

Heritage List.  Once a site or country is included on the official World Heritage List, the 

State Parties are inscribed within an “international community of appreciation and 

concern for universally significant properties that embody a world of outstanding 

examples of cultural diversity and natural wealth.”19  These countries are internationally 

                                                 
18 UNESCO at a Glance, 2010. 
19 UNESCO defines States Parties as countries who have adhered to the World Heritage Convention. These 
countries agree to identify and nominate properties within their national territory that should be considered 
for inscription on the World Heritage List. When a State Party nominates a site, it provides a detailed 
management plan for the site's protection. UNESCO also notes that States Parties are also expected to 
protect the World Heritage values of the properties inscribed on the List. States Parties are also encouraged 
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recognized and this accolade invites other international organizations with financial 

means to take notice.  

  The UNESCO website points out that one of the main benefits especially for 

developing countries, is access to the World Heritage Fund.  These monies help countries 

to identify, preserve and promote their sites.  States Parties can also apply for emergency 

assistance in moments of natural or human-created disasters.  Simultaneously, member 

countries are also more visible to other international organizations and thus may receive 

assistance from other entities.  The UNESCO website also points out that as a member of 

the World Heritage List, countries and specific sites receive an “increase in public 

awareness of the site and of its outstanding values, thus also increasing tourist activities 

to the site. When these are well planned for and organized respecting sustainable tourism 

principles, they can bring important funds to the site and to the local community.”20   

While the main benefit of membership on the World Heritage Site List is the international 

attention and recognition, UNESCO also helps the States Parties by encouraging 

management plans and reporting systems for the conservation of the selected sites.  The 

organization provides technical assistance and professional training for site preservation 

to officials within the country.  UNESCO also seeks to support awareness-building 

activities within the communities where the sites are located and to encourage the local 

populations to preserve and conserve their cultural and natural heritage.  Lastly, 

UNESCO states that they work to encourage international cooperation for the 

conservation of our world's heritage sites.21  

                                                                                                                                                 
to report periodically on the sites conditions.  World Heritage Information Kit. UNESCO World Heritage 
Center. PDF published in June 2008. 
20 “Benefits of Ratification” in The World Heritage Convention. Accessed September 25th, 2011, 
http://whc.unesco.org/en/convention/. 
21 UNESCO World Heritage Centre. Accessed September 25, 2011, http://whc.unesco.org/en/about/. 
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In 1972, the World Heritage Convention outlined a merging of two separate 

movements: the preservation of both natural and cultural sites.  The 1972 Convention 

also delegated how the World Heritage Fund is to be allocated and managed and under 

what conditions UNESCO is to provide international financial assistance.  Ostensibly, 

UNESCO's decision to include Valparaiso as a site of internationally recognized cultural 

patrimony is a coveted and honorable position.  While this distinction places Valparaiso 

among other notable and historic port cities such as the Historic City Center of Salvador 

de Bahia, Brazil and The Historic Center of Oporto, Portugal, the economic and cultural 

significance of this distinction has far reaching effects that have changed how the history 

of the city is represented and how the Porteños are forced to interact with their city.22   

According to the Operational Guidelines for the Implementation of the World Heritage 

Convention, created by the Intergovernmental Committee for the Protection of the World 

Cultural and Natural Heritage, revised in January of 2008, the States Parties have various 

responsibilities as members of the List.  According to article 15 of the Introduction, it is 

the States Parties' responsibility to: 

(f) take appropriate legal, scientific, technical, administrative and 

financial measures to protect the heritage;  

(h) not take any deliberate measures that directly or indirectly damage 

their heritage or that of another State Party to the Convention; 

(j) make regular contributions to the World Heritage Fund, the amount of 

which is determined by the General Assembly of States Parties to the 

Convention; 
                                                 
22 Porteño refers to the Valaparaiso residents. 
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(l) give assistance to international fund-raising campaigns organized for 

the World Heritage Fund.23  

I chose to point out these articles in particular because they have direct economic 

repercussions to the countries recognized on the World Heritage List.  Articles (J) and (l) 

specifically mandate that it is the responsibility of the States Parties to contribute 

monetarily to World Heritage Fund and participate in fund-raising campaigns. Articles (f) 

and (h) have implied economic obligations because as sites of global patrimony, it is the 

State's responsibility to protect and maintain the designated areas in their historical 

integrity, as well as actively resist changing the area in a way that would compromise the 

historical relevance of the buildings and spaces in question.  This means that the country, 

in this case Chile, must financially contribute to an overseas organization while 

scientifically, technically, administratively and financially protecting the sites within its 

own country.  The implications of “not taking any deliberate measures that directly or 

indirectly damage their heritage” have had a profound effect on the residents of the 

Barrio Puerto.  In particular, the specific streets and designated zones of the city are not 

to be willfully changed.  Restoration and maintenance of particular buildings and 

neighborhoods can be positive for the people who live there because it can foster a sense 

of pride in their community and history, but it can also have disastrous effects when it 

restricts the city from changing and adapting to the time.  Inhabited spaces—especially 

urban centers—invariably change with time; their contemporary and historical 

significance becomes more complex and multifaceted.  Memories reside in buildings that 

can never be torn down but can never be completely reconstructed.  In Valparaiso, one of 

                                                 
23 Operational Guidelines for the Implementation of the World Heritage Convention. PDF of guidelines 
produced by the Intergovernmental Committee for the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural 
Heritage, January, 2008, accessed September 25, 2011, http://whc.unesco.org/en/guidelines. 
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the many tensions lies in the pull between the people who are trying to adapt and the 

social and political policies that force them to remain within an unchangeable picture 

perfect movie set for the international visitors.  

The UNESCO mandate designated five interconnected but distinct sites and 

neighborhoods between the coast and what they call the "first terrace.”24  The first area 

mentioned is the Iglesia La Matriz and the Plaza Santo Domingo which are both located 

at the foot of the Santo Domingo hill in "el plan," slightly to the east of the Plaza 

Echaurren.25  The UNESCO website tells us that the Iglesia La Matriz, originally created 

in 1824, although rebuilt four times due to damages by pirates and earthquakes, was 

Valparaiso's founding church and the center of the city's "most traditional religious 

activities."26  The second designated area includes the Plaza Echaurren and Calle 

Serrano.27  These were designated as protected sites because of their "predominantly 

commercial character, marked by the presence of the Port Market, commercial 

establishments, and active street trade."28  The third area includes the Muelle Prat, Plaza 

Sotomayor, Plaza de la Justicia and the Barrio del Museo del Mar Lord Cochrane.29  

UNESCO includes these areas because they are the largest areas for public gatherings 

and because the architecture surrounding the squares includes "different periods and 

                                                 
24 By first terrace, I assume that they are referring to the area below la Avenida Alemania, the street that 
divides the upper hills of Valparaiso from the hills closer to the flat city center, also know as "el plan". 
25 In English, La Iglesia La Matriz, Plaza Santo Domingo and Plaza Echaurren translates as The Matrix 
Church, Saint Dominic Square and Echaurren Square. 
26 Historic Quarter of the Seaport City of Valparaiso. World Heritage Site List online. 
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/959 
27 In English, Calle Serrano translates to Serrano Street. 
28 Historic Quarter of the Seaport City of Valparaiso.  World Heritage Site List online. 
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/959. 
29  In English, Muelle Prat, Plaza Sotomayor, Plaza de la Justicia and el Barrio del Museo del Mar Lord 
Cochrane translate respectively as, Prat Pier, Sotomayor Square, Justice Square and the Neighborhood of 
the Lord Cochrane Sea Museum. 
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styles."30  Just one block up the hill from Plaza Sotomayor is the Museo del Mar Lord 

Cochrane, an old San José castle built to fight pirates.31  The fourth area mentioned is the 

Calle Prat and the Plaza Turri.32  The square is hardly a space for public gathering 

because of its extremely small size and UNESCO notes that it is actually a plazuela.33  

The committee chose to include this area because "the buildings are examples of 

monumental architecture in their volume and formal expression."  The fifth area 

mentioned includes two adjacent neighborhoods, Cerro Alegre and Cerro Concepción, 

which are divided by Urriola Street. 34  UNESCO notes that these neighborhoods were 

largely planned and developed by German and English immigrants in the first half of the 

19th century (fig. 1.1).  These areas are all within what UNESCO considers the historic 

center of the city, all sites where the Chilean government has invested time and resources 

to conserve and in some cases, reconstructed in order to create a visual facsimile of the 

historic Valparaiso.  

PARADOXES OF UNESCO POLITICS: EDIFICIO SUBERCASEAUX 

Today the Edificio Subercaseaux on the Calle Serrano remains a hollowed out 

shell, a propped up ruin left to remain a painful reminder of the 2007 gas explosion that 

took the lives of four people, destroyed four buildings and closed seventy-two stores in 

the area.35  The outer, historic façade is all that remains of the patrimonial building (fig. 
                                                 
30 Historic Quarter of the Seaport City of Valparaiso.  World Heritage Site List online. 
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/959 
31 Historic Quarter of the Seaport City of Valparaiso.  World Heritage Site List online. 
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/959 
32 In English, Calle Prat and Plaza Turri translates as Prat Street and Turri square. 
33 Literally, a tiny square. 
34 Cerro Alegre and Cerro Concepción translate as Happy Hill and Conception hill.  
35 Camila Casanova, “Delay over settlement continues four years after a fatal explosion ripped through part 
of historic Valparaiso,” I Love Chile. January 27, 2011, accessed September 12, 2011, 
http://ilovechile.cl/2011/01/27/delay-over-settlement-continues-four-years-after-a-fatal-explosion-ripped-
through-part-of-historic-valparaiso/16555.    
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1.2).  After three years of lying dormant and physically protected from the busy streets, 

the fertile ground within the building has sprouted native flowers and plants bringing a 

subtle new life to the abandoned site.  Just four years prior to the explosion UNESCO had 

declared the entire street a world heritage site.  Because this particular street was under 

UNESCO’s protection when the explosion occurred, international aid rushed to the scene.  

The UNESCO website indicates that they had planned a mission to Valparaiso in the 

weeks following the tragedy to discuss restoration plans with the authorities in 

Valparaiso.36  It is unclear how much aid UNESCO actually provided for the 

reconstruction of Calle Serrano or if the international organization was in charge of any 

of the aesthetic choices that shaped the course of the repairs.  

The Edificio Subercaseaux remains in its vegetable state.  It cannot be completely 

torn down because of the rules pertaining to its status as a World Heritage Site, nor can it 

ever return to its original function.37  The cruel irony of this particular situation is that 

after the explosion the entire street was completely "restored."  The restoration work 

blocked off the street for over a year.  Unable to financially survive the delays, many of 

the original stores and businesses were forced to close, relocate or sell their properties.   

In an interview with Isabel Ibañez, a resident of Valparaiso and the producer of the 

Välparaíso: INterVENCIONES, she makes it clear that the restorations were done with 

the intention of making Calle Serrano look like a picture perfect postcard.  The repairs 

                                                 
36 “Director-General offers UNESCO’s assistance to repair fire damage at World Heritage City of 
Valparaíso.” UNESCO website, February 9, 2007, accessed September 12, 2011, 
http://whc.unesco.org/en/news/308.  
37 The Valparaiso mayor at that time, Aldo Cornejo, notes, “You can’t do just any restoration.  There are 
standards set by the National Monuments Council and our heritage office.  The repairs need to be evaluated 
by UNESCO when it is inside of a zone of cultural heritage.”  Pamela Aravena, “Programa "Valpo Mío" 
cuesta 73 millones de dólares y culminará en 2009:  V alparaíso cam bia de rostro p   rio,” El 
Mercurio. February 11, 2007, accessed September 15, 2011, 
http://diario.elmercurio.com/detalle/index.asp?id=%7B847322bf-5eab-4b5b-8972-1efc079334ce%7D 
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were not simply for functionality, but rather incorporated restoration work that had been 

planned prior to the explosion. Ibañez states,  

They repaired the street, but they fixed it falsely. Because what they created there 
is a false history. Because that street never had those little streetlights that are 
imitations of the past. And afterwards, what do they do? They paint all of the 
façades that remain standing. You have it like a post card. And you say 
'Valparaíso is so pretty', but it is all a lie. And the real consequences are that the 
people who had businesses there, instead of having the street closed six months 
for the work that needed to be done after the explosion, they had it closed for one 
year because of the renovations...and many could not resist and they were 
broken.38 

Economically, the extra restorations to the Calle Serrano were the most detrimental to the 

people who were already hurt by the explosion and the long-term effects of the 

privatization of the seaport industry.  Calle Serrano looks "authentic" to the tourists that 

visit, yet the street remains a constructed history and a painful reminder for the people of 

Barrio Puerto.  The only people who can enjoy the cobblestone streets and the trolley cars 

that pass by are the people who did not live through the event.  

During the 2010 Välparaíso: INterVENCIONES, the Valparaiso-based artist 

Guisela Munita chose to reactivate the space by creating her intervention, Estado Vegetal 

(Vegetable State) within the Edificio Subercaseaux.39  The intervention had two parts; the 

first was a projection of the red, fire-like light from within the building (fig. 1.3). From 

this image we can see the building from above.  The light projected against the back wall 

                                                 
38 “Se arregla la calle, pero se arregla falsamente. Porque lo que se generó ahí es una farsa histórica. Porque 
esa calle nunca tuvo estos farolitos que están como imitación de lo antiguo, finalemente. Y después que 
hacen? Pintan todas las fachadas que quedaron paradas. Tienes como una postal. Y dices que lindo 
Valparaíso, pero es todo mentira. Y lo que fueron consequencias reales de eso es que la gente que tenía 
negocios ahí, en vez de tener la calle cerrada seis meses por los trabajos de posteriores productos del 
explosión, la tuvieron cerrado un año por los trabajos después de renovación...y muchos no resistieron y 
quebraron." Isabel Ibañez, interview with the author, November 11, 2010. Valparaiso, Chile. Transcribed 
and translated by Amethyst Beaver. 
39 Edificio Subercaseaux means the Subercaseaux building. 
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is a more focused concentration of bright yellow that dissipates from a fiery orange to 

sinister ochre at the top of the exploded shell.   From the ground level, the warm light 

pouring out through the abandoned building gives it a ghostly, eerie feeling (fig. 1.4).  

The red light could be interpreted in various ways: a memory of the flames that had 

consumed the building, a glowing heart that still beat within, a homage and dedication to 

the people who died in the explosion and those who were forever affected by the 

damages.  The building was illuminated on two particular occasions; the first took place 

prior to the opening of the Välparaíso: INterVENCIONES on February 3rd, 2010, the 

three-year anniversary of the explosion.  The building was illuminated once more on 

April 10, 2010 at 7pm to a small crowd of invited guests.40  The illumination can only 

take place at night.41  The second part of Munita’s intervention was a video installed at 

the Centro de Estudios para el Desarrollo Urbano Contemporáneo located just two blocks 

away from the Edificio Subercaseaux (figs. 1.5 & 1.6).42  The video, running six minutes 

and forty-four seconds, shows moving images of the inside and outside of the Edificio 

Subercaseaux by day and by night.  Munita included video footage that she had taken 

during the first illumination on February 3rd, 2010.  There were images of people 

gathering inside and outside of the overgrown building and close-ups of the altar to the 

people who died in the explosion.  The video is virtually silent but for the murmurs of 

people greeting each other.  In clear contrast to the silence, a man from the neighborhood 

                                                 
40 The second illumination was supposed to take place on February 28th, 2010, for the opening celebration 
of the Välparaíso: INterVENCIONES but because of the earthquake on February 27th, the festivities were 
rescheduled. 
41 As an interesting aside, if viewers visited the Edificio Subercaseaux during the day, they would not have 
known it was part of an art exhibition because there was no indication that it is part of the Välparaíso: 
INterVENCIONES.  Viewers arrive at a burned out, locked-up, graffiti covered building and there is no 
information about the art intervention or any explanation about the history of the site other than an altar 
across the street dedicated to the people who died in the explosion.   
42 El Centro de Estudios para el Desarrollo Urbano Contemporáneo translates as The Center of Study for 
the Development of Contemporary Urbanism. 



 22 

begins to speak strongly about the fire, the city of Valparaiso and how it has changed into 

a city of tourism.  He says,  

It was strong, it took over the front, and this palace too...now [it is all] casinos, 
hotels, for the tourists. Valparaiso is becoming a tourist city. Lets follow this line 
of thought: just after this [he gestures to the Edificio Subercaseaux], no, maybe 
so, or maybe a little before, I do not remember, they declared this a world heritage 
site. Therefore, all of this [he gestures to the street in front of him], is now for 
the tourists.43  

As a resident of the Barrio Puerto and witness to the fire, his voice rings of authority and 

drips of frustration. This man, who remains anonymous, is the only voice we hear and 

thus bears the responsibility of conveying the opinion of this film.  

It is interesting to note that the Barrio Puerto had been slated for renovations 

under the program “Valpo mío” (my Valpo) before the explosion occurred.  In the 

newspaper El Mercurio, the journalist Pamela Aravena notes that the explosion paralyzed 

the restorations that were planned for various areas of the city because of the increased 

cost of the proposed projects.44  But in many ways it seems that the explosion actually 

facilitated an aggressive move by the municipal government to acquire valuable historic 

areas that were left in ruin.  Jorge Molina writes, 

The explosion on Serrano Street in Valparaiso not only detonated a tragedy.  It 
also prompted a decision that had long been studied by the municipality: the 
purchase of historic and architectural heritage for restoration by the municipality.  
The high cost of restoring the buildings affected by the explosion—more than $3 

                                                 
43 “fue fuerte agarró del frente y ese palacio también,....ahora casino, hoteles, para los turistas. Valparaíso 
está conviertiéndose en una ciudad turística. Aprovechemos el caso: justo después de esto [gesto hacia el 
Edificio Subercaseaux], no, parece que sí, o un poco antes, no me acuerdo, declaran patrimonio cultural de 
la humanidad.  Entonces esto [gesto hacia la calle enfrente], ya es para el turista." Transcribed from the 
video and translated by Amethyst Beaver. 
44 Pamela Aravena, “Programa ‘Valpo mío’ cuesta 73 millones de dólares y culminará en 2009: 
 V alparaíso cam bia de rostro para el B icentenario.” El Mercurio. Feburary 11, 2007, accessed September 
15, 2011. http://diario.elmercurio.com/detalle/index.asp?id=%7B847322bf-5eab-4b5b-8972-
1efc079334ce%7D 
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million—and the impossibility of investing in private buildings rushed the 
decision…45  
 

Prior to the explosion, individual owners of the buildings might have declined to sell their 

properties but because they did not have the resources to invest in the reconstruction after 

the explosion, many had no other choice but to sell their land.  Even though the 

municipality purchased various buildings (or the remains of buildings), the area is still in 

process of the promised transformation.  As of 2010, public and private entities were still 

planning the overhaul of the area.  The new plan entitled “Puerto Viejo,” projected to cost 

$110 million USD, seeks to revitalize the Barrio Puerto with large scale touristic and 

university development.46  One incarnation of the plan includes the creation of a hotel, an 

upscale shopping and restaurant area, a theater and an art gallery.47 

 What seems clear throughout this debate is that this new remodeling and push 

toward creating the Barrio Puerto into a new tourist center could not have taken place 

with out a strong inversion of foreign funds and public-private alliances.  According to 

Paulina Kaplan, the woman in charge of the office of heritage management of the 

municipality, the idea behind these projects is to replicate the successful experiences of 

                                                 
45 “La explosión de calle Serrano, en Valparaíso, no sólo fue el detonante de una tragedia. También 
impulsó una decisión que desde hace tiempo se estudiaba en el municipio: la compra del patrimonio 
histórico y arquitectónico para su restauración por parte de la municipalidad. El alto costo de recuperar los 
edificios afectados por la explosión -más de $3 mil millones- y la imposibilidad de invertir en edificios 
particulares apuraron la decisión…” Jorge Molina Alomar, “Fondos del Banco Interamericano de 
Desarrollo:  V alparaíso asum e recuperación de diez edificios patr,” El Mercurio, March 8, 2007, 
accessed September 15, 2011. http://diario.elmercurio.com/detalle/index.asp?id={f9904c7d-fcff-4bcf-8fe8-
803ad53badf6} Translated by Amethyst Beaver. 
46 “Plan ‘Puerto Viejo’ dejará como nuevo el casco histórico de Valparaíso,” La Estrella.  July 3, 2010, 
accessed September 15, 2011. 
http://www.estrellavalpo.cl/prontus4_noticias/site/artic/20100703/pags/20100703001146.html 
47 “En el edificio Subercaseaux, dañado por una explosión de gas en 2007:   Patio gastronóm ico 
modernizará el Barrio Puerto de Valparaíso,” El Mercurio.   May 9, 2010, accessed September 15, 2010. 
http://diario.elmercurio.com/detalle/index.asp?id=%7B4136df49-cd74-4a25-b5bc-9c2443f5ddfc%7D 
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public-private alliances in Lisbon (Portugal) and Quito (Ecuador).48  With help from 

entities like the Banco Interamericano de Desarollo (BID) and sponsors like CORFO 

Corporación de Fomento de la Producción (CORFO), there is no doubt that the economic 

wheels are turning towards making Valparaiso a touristic powerhouse. 49  

COMMODIFYING CULTURE 

In order to think about cultural capitalism in Valparaiso, it is useful to briefly 

analyze exactly how we consume culture in our postmodern world.  Postmodernism, 

literally, after modernism, is defined as a break with modernism.  According to Fredric 

Jameson, “Postmodernism is what you have when the modernization process is complete 

and nature is gone for good.  It is a more fully human world that the older one, but one in 

which ‘culture’ has become a veritable ‘second nature.’”50  In other words, modernism as 

a process has consumed nature and all that remains after modernization is a completely 

man-made world.  What remains at the end of this modernization process?  It seems that 

the postmodern consumer has found another commodity to sell and devour: human 

culture.  The modernization process sought to populate the world through consumption of 

nature and the process of turning raw materials into commodities.  If modernism is the 

culture of consumption, then postmodernism is the consumption of modernism.  

Postmodernism consumes the culture of consumption.  According to Jameson, 

“Postmodernism is the consumption of sheer commodification as a process.”51   

                                                 
48 Jorge Molina Alomar, “Fondos del Banco Interamericano de Desarrollo:  V alparaíso asum e 
recuperación de diez edificios patrimoniales.” El Mercurio. March 8, 2007, accessed September 15, 2011. 
http://diario.elmercurio.com/detalle/index.asp?id={f9904c7d-fcff-4bcf-8fe8-803ad53badf6} 
49 CORFO is the Chilean Economic Development Agency. 
50 Fredrick Jameson, Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism. (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 1991), x. 
51 Jameson, Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, x. 
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Thus, postmodernism manifests as the memorialization and monumentalizing of 

modern history.  First, a human figure or event is recognized as important, or for some 

reason noteworthy.  The politics of a city or country converge to design a monument.  

This monument is erected, commemorated and given as a gift to the people of that place.  

This memorial, statue or plaza remains as an isolated encapsulation of history.  It has 

been molded into a bite-sized piece of “culture” that can be photographed and printed on 

shinny cards for people to take with them as memories.  These keepsakes are memories 

of memories: they are the contemporary experiences of history frozen in time.   

People consume culture through experiences; by seeing it themselves, by 

traveling to foreign destinations, by taking pictures of local people in their natural habitat.  

In her book, Questions of Travel: Postmodern Discourses on Displacement, Caren 

Kaplan expands on this idea of the postmodern tourist.  According to Kaplan, in our 

postmodern world, the past is displaced and the modern subject must travel in order to 

see it.  The past, “back then”, becomes a physical site, “over there,” where tourists must 

travel in order to experience that historical culture.52  Kaplan explains, that the tourist is 

always seeking the “authentic,” the “real.”  When the tourist finds that “authentic” site, 

they are driven to capture it in pictures, postcards and souvenirs.53  History, in this case 

the constructed Historic Quarter of the Seaport City of Valparaiso, is something to be 

consumed not only in tangible tourist objects but also in the culinary delights, picturesque 

hotels, day trips to the beach, walks through the hills and trolley rides through the city 

center.  Not only do tourists greedily swallow up the “historicity” of Valparaiso with their 

digital cameras, but also the people, the art and the perceived quaintness.  In short: the 

                                                 
52 Caren Kaplan, Questions of Travel: Postmodern Discourses on Displacement, (Durham and London: 
Duke University Press, 1996), 35. 
53 Kaplan, 61. 
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“aura” of the historical city has become a commodity.  It is not even the aura of a 

contemporary site but rather a city that has ceased to exist.  In Valparaíso: patrimonio, 

mercado y gobierno, Pablo Aravena and Mario Sobarzo analyze how Valparaiso has 

become and has been used as a cultural resource for Chile. They write,  

In Valparaiso's peculiar present, the past is integrated in the only way that can 
make sense in the context of the logic of advanced capitalism: firstly, as an 
eventual reintegration of an “aura” to socially obsolete spaces or objects, and 
secondly, as “cultural capital”.54  
 

The aura of the unique, the authentic or the original, allows for Valparaiso to exist as a 

site for tourists.  Drained of its original function as a port, Valparaiso's present is based 

on a romantic and nostalgic encapsulation of the past.  This means that while the country 

is making money on it as a tourist destination, the people of Valparaiso are stuck as props 

in an elaborately staged set.  Aravena writes,  

In this context, the options for the surviving people from that world are tied to 
their location: they assume the stereotype and they add value to the scene by 
talking about “how it was before,” they dress as if from the past, or they leave. 
…What are the possibilities for someone living in the traditional port 
neighborhood today? The majority of the old neighbors that still live in the 
neighborhood have learned to exist thanks to artificial respiration: their narrations 
accentuate the exotic, confirm the tourist postcards, in short, they have learned to 
talk about “identity”.  But for their children, the circle has closed and they have 
been left outside. 55  

                                                 
54 “A este peculiar presente de Valparaíso el pasado se integra de la única manera que puede tener sentido 
en el contexto de la lógica del capitalismo avanzado: en primer término como una eventual reintegración 
del “aura” a unos espacios u objetos obsoletos socialmente y, en segundo lugar, como “capital cultural”. 
Pablo Aravena, “El lugar del patrimonio: la gestión de un pasado sin futuro,” in Valparaíso: patrimonio, 
mercado y gobierno. (Concepción, CHILE: Escarparate Ediciones, 2009), 14-15. Translated by Amethyst 
Beaver. 
55 “En este contexto las opciones para los sobrevivientes de aquel mundo son acotadas: se acoplan a la 
escenografía asumiendo el esteriotipo popular-guachaca, se agregan valor ellos mismos contando “como 
era aquí antes”, se visten de pasado, o se van… ¿qué posibilidad de vida tiene hoy un habitante tradicional 
del Barrio Puerto? La mayor parte de los viejos vecinos que aún habitan el barrio han ido aprendiendo a 
existir gracias a esta modalidad de respiración artificial: sus narraciones acentúan lo exótico, confirman las 
postales al turista, en fin, han aprendido a hablar de “identidad”. Pero para su descendencia no hay lugar, el 
círculo se cerró y quedaron fuera.” Aravena, 22. Translated by the Amethyst Beaver. 
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Essentially these people have no other options but to play a part, to fit into the location 

that cannot change.  “Playing the past” is not a sustainable occupation and their children 

have no other options but to leave the city in order to exist within the present. 
 

We then must ask, who’s past has been recorded?  Who’s history has been made 

into a monument?  Utilizing the false restoration of Calle Serrano as an example, it seems 

that histories can be changed, manipulated and molded to fit UNESCO’s model of 

“authentic” culture.  When one version of history makes it into the books, there is always 

something that is left out, forgotten and effectively destroyed.  According to the cultural 

anthropologist Antonio Augusto Arantes, “We must always ask, then, what remains? 

What is being destroyed? Why do they do it, for what end, for whom, with whom? To 

what extent do they conserve or destroy a preserved asset?  What is the destructive face 

of the practice called ‘Conservationist’?”56  In the particular case of Valparaiso, 

UNESCO’s preservation is only one interpretation of history, one that destroys one side 

of history in order preserve another that is more marketable.  It seems, as Aravena writes, 

“UNESCO is nothing more than the elegant—academic—face of the commodification of 

culture.”57  

GRAFFITI IN UNESCO’S PLAYGROUND 

Where does this leave graffiti within the context of the city of Cultural Heritage? 

Until February of 2011, the laws limiting graffiti writers were relatively lax, gentle wrists 
                                                 
56 "Es necesario preguntarse siempre, entonces, ¿qué es lo que se conserva? ¿Qué es lo que se destruye? 
¿Por qué se lo hace, para qué, para quien, con quien? ¿Hasta qué punto se conserva o se destruye un bien 
preservado? ¿Cuál es la cara destructiva de la práctica llamada "preservacionista"?" Antonio Augusto 
Arantes, “La preservación del patrimonio como practica social,” in Antropologia y politicas culturales: 
patrimonio e identidad, ed. Rita Ceballos. (Buenos Aires, AR: Talleres Gráficos, 1989), 38. Translated by 
Amethyst Beaver. 
57 “La UNESCO no es más que el rostro elegante—académico—de la mercantilización de la cultura.” 
Aravena, 26. Translated by Amethyst Beaver. 
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slaps with some instances of more severe punishments of community service for 

offenders caught painting over works in El Museo a Cielo Abierto.58  That changed when 

the Chilean Congressman, Joaquín Godoy Ibáñez, drafted a bill that sought to limit the 

sale of aerosol paints, register the identities of the people who buy the restricted products 

and heavily fine people caught either selling paint to minors or illegally marking 

buildings.59  Interestingly, Joaquín Godoy Ibáñez drafted this new bill in the name of 

protecting patrimonial buildings.  Article one of the Proyecto de Ley states that  

Anyone who sells or administers aerosol paint containers, either directly or 
through an intermediary person, to anyone under the age of 18, will be liable to 
fines of ten to twenty UTM (Unidades Tributarias Mensuales).60  In the case of a 
repeat offense, the punishment will be a fine of twenty thousand Chilean Pesos 
and in the event that the offenses persist, the aerosol containers will be 
confiscated and when appropriate, the establishment closed.61   

                                                 
58 Here in particular I am thinking about the kids who were caught painting over the Museo a Cielo Abierto 
(Open Air Museum).  Alejandro Guzmán Ojeda, “Jovenes repararon en Museo a Cielo Abierto de 
Valparaíso,” Noticias, Museo a Cielo Abierto Website. June 2009, accessed September 25, 2011. 
http://www.ucv.cl/p4_extension/site/pags/20090506131136.html  
In this particular instance, four youths between the ages of fourteen and seventeen years of age were caught 
painting graffiti in the Museo a Cielo Abierto and were given the task of helping the curator of the 
museum, Paola Pascual Concha repaint the vandalized murals.  According to Paola, the experience for her 
was very rewarding because it gave her an opportunity to educate them about the museum and what it 
represented.  Personal conversation with Paola Pascual Concha, August 3rd, 2010.  
For more information about the Museo a Cielo Abierto, please see Museo a Cielo Abierto de Valparaíso. 
(Valparaíso, CHILE: Pontifica Universidad Católica de Valparaíso), 1995.  Or the PUCV website. 
59 “Diputado RN propuso prohibir venta de aerosols a menores para combatir graffitis” Cooperativa.cl. 
May 5, 2011, accessed September 25, 2011. This is from the Chilean Communications Company, 
Cooperativa.cl, based in Santiago, Chile.  While this website says that they are hoping to register who buys 
the aerosol paints, there is nothing written into the draft proposal of the law. See Appendix B for the draft 
of the law available through the same website.  http://www.cooperativa.cl/diputado-rn-propuso-prohibir-
venta-de-aerosoles-a-menores-para-combatir-graffitis/prontus_nots/2011-05-12/173619.html 
60 Unidades Tributarias Mensuales are a unit of payment determined by the Federal Bank of Chile. 
According to the Banco Central de Chile, http://www.bcentral.cl/index.asp, the UTM = 38,557 Chilean 
Pesos. At the time of this writing, the currency conversion is $1USD = 470 CP. meaning that a fine of 10-
20 UTM would be approximately $820-$1640 USD. 
61 Proyecto de Ley means bill or draft for a new law. The Proyecto de Ley was drafted by Joaquín Godoy 
Ibáñez. Please see Appendix B for the original Spanish. Translated by Amethyst Beaver. 
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Article two states that, "For the purposes of this law, 'aerosol paint containers' are 

understood as any container made or adapted for spraying paint.”62 Article three states, 

"Owners or managers of local wholesale and retail stores where spray paints are sold 

should seek appropriate safeguards for the appropriate closed storage cabinets, accessible 

only to their employees.  In the case that these stores can not comply with the above, they 

must store the containers in areas not accessible to the public without the permission of 

those who work there."63  Article four states that "The establishments referred to in the 

above articles should place a sign visible to the public signaling the unlawful behaviors 

and the penalties that they carry."64   

This bill, clearly written by politicians and not by the people who are constantly 

painting over the tags, is riddled with oversights.65  To begin, the bill is unclear; it does 

not state how these stores will be monitored.  It does not state whether this law will 

include paint markers that are more often used for the tags.  While this law would 

prohibit the sale of spray paint cans to minors, any soft-tipped writing device like a 

permanent marker, can be used to sign a wall.  Many of the people who are making tags 

on walls are older than eighteen years of age and many are the same people who are 

creating the socially acceptable, aesthetically coherent murals and paintings.  This draft 

law is particularly black and white and does not address the real problems that might 

                                                 
62 Please see Appendix B for original Spanish. Translated by Amethyst Beaver. 
63 Please see Appendix B for original Spanish. Translated by Amethyst Beaver. 
64 Please see Appendix B for original Spanish. Translated by Amethyst Beaver. 
65 I would like to make it clear that this is a Proyecto de Ley, a bill for a law.  As of the date of this 
analysis, the bill as reproduced here and in the Appendix B has not been made into a law.  This bill is still 
an important document to analyze and to complicate our discussion of graffiti because it is representative of 
the social tensions within the city.   
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cause these people to create tags.66  Rather than addressing the issues behind the 

vandalism, authorities have chosen to take a tactic of punitive action instead of trying to 

invest their resources with the community that the tags are affecting.   

It seems that the most pressing issue behind this administrative action is actually 

based around the international pressures to preserve the area.  Since 2008, the 

municipality has presented over forty complaints about tags on patrimonial buildings and 

destruction of public infrastructure in Valparaiso and in the past two years, the city had 

spent almost $500 million Chilean Pesos in repairs and in repainting the “vandalized” 

buildings.67  For the municipality’s city attorney, Wladimir Mondaca, the monetary 

penalties are not enough for the people who destroy Valparaiso’s heritage.68  The 

authorities are very obviously taking this seriously and treating the graffiti taggers like 

dangerous and armed criminals.  Delgado writes, "The strategy agreed upon between 

police, prosecutors and the municipality aims to use systems similar to those that operate 

to capture drug traffickers and criminals of various kinds: identify groups, times, dates 

and common elements of graffiti, as well pursue them on the ground.'"69  The language 

                                                 
66 For a much more detailed study and analysis of the sociological reasons behind the Chilean youth’s 
desire to create graffiti, please see Gricelda Figueroa Irarrázabal, Sueños enlatados: el graffiti Hip hop en 
Santiago de Chile. (Santiago, Chile: Editorial Cuarto Propio), 2006. 
67 $500 million Chilean Pesos is over $1,000,000 USD. Ález Delgado, “Para frenar rayados en edificios 
patrimoniales: Equipo especial de policías perseguirá a los grafiteros de Valparaíso." El Mercurio. February 
16, 2011, accessed September 17, 2011. http://diario.elmercurio.com/detalle/index.asp?id=%7Ba31b2c25-
1e76-4a9c-966c-debc952da4fa%7D 
68 “Para el abogado que representa al municipio en estas causas, el fiscal municipal Wladimir Mondaca, se 
necesita una legislación que aplique penas que vayan más allá de una multa para quienes destruyen el 
patrimonio de Valparaíso." Delgado, “Para frenar rayados en edificios patrimoniales: Equipo especial de 
policías perseguirá a los grafiteros de Valparaíso." Translated by Amethyst Beaver. 
69 “La estrategia acordada entre las policías, el Ministerio Público y la municipalidad apunta a utilizar 
sistemas similares a los que operan para capturar a narcotraficantes y delincuentes de diversa índole: 
identificar los grupos, horarios, fechas y elementos en común de los grafiteros, además de perseguirlos 'en 
terreno'". Delgado, “Para frenar rayados en edificios patrimoniales: Equipo especial de policías perseguirá a 
los grafiteros de Valparaíso." Translated by Amethyst Beaver. 
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surrounding the new laws and the actions taken by the authorities are extreme even if 

authorities are continuing to push for stricter punishments.   

The Chilean state has official policies about how people should live within the 

city and that does not include graffiti.  Yet, people do not conform to what the state wants 

and they find new ways of occupying city spaces that defy these state structures.  Clearly 

the state makes a distinction between what can invade the public sphere without question 

(advertisements, political campaigns, consumer propaganda) and what contradicts those 

official narratives (graffiti, alternative online publications and blogs, protests in the public 

spaces).  Graffiti is a transgression of the official dialogue precisely because it is 

contesting the official channels of information by commandeering them.  These 

interventions effectively disrupt the flow of official information.  Thus, graffiti can be 

seen as a symptom of a constant power struggle between those who have the power to be 

heard and those who are sentenced to remain silent and invisible.  In this context, public 

spaces become the supports for these alternative dialogues. 
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Chapter 2 

Graffiti as a Language of Dissent in the Public Sphere  

In this chapter I propose that we can examine graffiti as a democratizing presence 

that allows for egalitarian debate within what Jürgen Habermas defines as the public 

sphere.  According to Habermas, “the public sphere emerges historically as the result of a 

process in which individuals are made equal in their capacity to demand from their rulers 

public accountability as well as moral justification for state actions.”70  Habermas 

articulates that within this space every individual is made equal to voice their demands 

against their rulers.  There is no hierarchy of who is allowed to speak and the space of the 

public sphere is infinite; everyone has a voice and everyone’s voice is equal. This public 

space is also an individual space where any human can hold their governing powers 

responsible for their actions.  Using Habermas’s theory, I argue that graffiti in Valparaiso 

is inserting itself within the public sphere as a visual language that is fundamentally 

democratic in nature.   

HABERMAS’S PUBLIC SPHERE AND GRAFFITI’S ROLE IN DEMOCRATIC DEBATE 

In his book The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, Habermas 

articulates the possibility that publicity—the idea of that which is public and available for 

everyone to see and take part in—can alter dynamics of power.71  Leonardo Avritzer 

notes that Habermasian theory of publicity has two main characteristics connected to 

debates around democratization.  The first characteristic is that there is physical space for 

                                                 
70 Leonardo Avritzer, Democracy and the Public Space in Latin America. (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton 
University Press, 2002),40 
71 Jürgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere. (Cambridge, MA: The MIT 
Press, 1989), 28. 
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person-to-person interactions that are unique from the state or state run spaces.  He 

writes, 

In this space, individuals interact with one another, debate the actions taken by the 
political authorities, argue about the moral acceptability of private relations of 
domination, and make claims against the state. The concept of the public space 
incorporates into democratic theory the republican drive for participation without 
making it a form of administration.72  

This is a public space, not run by the government.  Here, individuals unconnected with 

the governing power structures have the ability to communicate about politics and to 

make themselves heard by the authorities without being part of that power structure.  This 

participation is not mandatory thus it does not become another pathway for people to be 

governed. He continues, 

Thus, the public space establishes a dynamic within politics driven neither by the 
defense of particularistic interests nor by the attempt to concentrate power with 
the aim of dominating other individuals.73 

This dialogue in the public space is driven by individuals speaking for themselves 

without trying to conqueror or win over any other individuals.74  Avritzer explains that 

the second characteristic of Habermas’s public sphere is that it is egalitarian not only 

because it allows for free participation but also because it allows for the discussion of 

new issues.75  He writes, “The theory of the public sphere not only opens space for 

political participation; it also grounds participation in the process by which modern 

societies are constituted.”76  In his book, Democracy and the Public Space in Latin 

America, Avritzer builds on Habermas’s theory of the public sphere, showing that 

                                                 
72 Avritzer, Democracy and the Public Space in Latin America, 40. 
73 Avritzer, Democracy and the Public Space in Latin America, 41. 
74 This is clearly not how the world actually works, rather, this is an idealized or hypothetical version of 
how the public sphere should/could facilitate the creation of a democratic public or an egalitarian method 
for allowing everyone the right to speak. 
75 Avritzer, Democracy and the Public Space in Latin America, 41. 
76 Avritzer, Democracy and the Public Space in Latin America, 42. 



 34 

transforming the public space into an area for dialogue, interaction and activism helps us 

in the construction of a democratic public.77  The public sphere is both a physical location 

and psychic space in which everyone has the equal ability to present their voice as part of 

an active, democratic and participatory public. The public sphere gives this “public” the 

agency to participate in a democratic debate unmediated (either spatially or conceptually) 

by any apparatuses of power (political, economic or private).  This is what is happening 

in Valparaiso: graffiti is everywhere and because it touches everything it signifies that 

these places are open for democratic debate.  

 Avritzer notes that in Habermas’s Theory of Communicative Action, he explains 

that the possibility of reaching understanding between people within the public sphere is 

through language. Avritzer writes, “Reaching understanding through language is the 

central feature of the process responsible for the permanent existence of a public 

sphere.”78  The Hambermasian focus seems to be on the spoken language, but this theory 

can extend to encompass graffiti as a form of visual and written communication within 

the public sphere.  Anyone can create graffiti and, provided that it is not whitewashed the 

next day, that person will be heard.  If the public sphere is defined as a public setting 

unmediated by the sources of power and driven by people speaking for themselves with 

the potential for the discussion of new ideas, then graffiti in Valparaiso is a 

fundamentally democratic form of egalitarian participation in a public setting. It fits all of 

the component parts of an active public visual expression. By using Habermas to think 

about graffiti in Valparaiso, I am recasting a simple dichotomy of “vandalism verse art” 

and choosing to look at all public, unauthorized writings as a form of participation in the 

public sphere.  If Habermas’s public sphere creates debate outside of the realm of the 

                                                 
77 Avritzer, Democracy and the Public Space in Latin America, 44. 
78 Avritzer, Democracy and the Public Space in Latin America, 42. 



 35 

ruling powers’ influence, allows for anyone to present new ideas, encourages 

understanding between people and makes individual people agents in their own 

democracy, then it seems that graffiti fits all of the qualifications of an active player in 

this public space. Throughout this chapter I will demonstrate that although graffiti is not 

necessarily political, its presence in Habermas’s public sphere makes it political.   

DEBATE IN THE PUERTO 

Political or apathetic, beautiful or visual garbage, graffiti abounds in the Puerto 

and residents have varying opinions about its right to infiltrate the public sphere.  While 

Isabel Ibañez, the co-founder of CRAC, likes that graffiti represents an activity in the 

city, she also has mixed feelings about what the graffiti communicates.79  She says,  

From my point of view, I love the good graffiti, I hate the bad graffiti…but in 
general terms, I like that it happens because it speaks to me of people who are 
mobilizing on the city…about not being passive, that they don’t accept this 
museum…I like graffiti as an intervention because I find it interesting that it 
excites this opposition…because it is totally outside of the law, because it is 
totally outside of the establishment, of the rules, etcetera, etcetera…There are 
graffiti that I find very intelligent, sharp and in the background they are directly 
attacking things that are happing at that moment in the city or in the country or in 
the world.  And there are others that are nothing but a signature of one ego that 
wants to reflect on the city.80 

As Ibañez points out, graffiti shows human activity and leaves its human mark on the 

city.  It is the public pulse and speaks of an active public sphere where people have the 

                                                 
79 As mentioned previously, CRAC is el Centro de Residencia para Artistas Contemporáneos. In English, 
the Residency Center for Contemporary Artists. 
80 “Desde mi punto de vista, los grafitis buenos me encantan, los grafitis malos, me cargan…Pero en 
términos generales, me gusta que ocurran porque me hablan de gente que están movilizándose sobre la 
ciudad…como no pasividad, que no aceptan este museo…me gusta el grafiti como intervención porque me 
parece interesante que excite esta contrapuesta…porque está totalmente por fuera de la ley, porque está 
totalmente por fuera de lo establecido, de las normas, etcétera, etcétera…hay grafiti que me parece super 
inteligentes, agudos y que en el fondo están atacando directamente a cosas coyunturales que están 
sucediendo en la cuidad o en el país o en el mundo. Y hay otros que no dejan de ser una firma de un ego 
que quiere plasmarse ahí en la ciudad.” Isabel Ibañez, interview with the author, November 11, 2010. 
Valparaiso, Chile. Transcribed and translated by Amethyst Beaver. Emphasis mine.  
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power to participate and have the right to stand in opposition. Yet within her general 

acceptance of graffiti, she also notes that there are the tags that are simply one person’s 

ego marking space.  In speaking with other people whose residences and businesses have 

been assailed with graffiti tags (fig. 2.1), they are less inclined to see graffiti as a 

manifestation of empowered, democratic conversation.  When I spoke with Alberto 

Madrid, the director and curator of Sala Puntángeles and professor of art history at the 

Universidad Playa Ancha, his opinion about graffiti was quite severe: 

What is happening now is a situation with an authorial character…now it is 
simply a situation of marking territory but marking it in a way that is aesthetic 
that doesn’t necessarily imply a political gesture or disruptive sign.  But this has 
also given it a type of practice that does not make the space where it intervenes 
any more complex.  Thus, now we simply have filth…81 

Both Ibañez and Madrid are speaking as residents of Valparaiso and professionals who 

look and think rigorously about contemporary art.  It is interesting to note that both 

acknowledge the aesthetic and political—or apolitical—facets of graffiti: Ibañez sees 

some graffiti as a sign of disruptive, political resistance whereas Madrid does not. It is 

clear that some graffiti are more expressly political then an illegibly scrawled signature 

and sometimes they are even more political when analyzed within the specific context of 

Valparaiso.  

‘Tsunami’ and ‘Fin a la Ley Antiterrorista’ in Context 

Tsunami (fig. VII) is a collective graffiti-mural by six graffiti authors: Caos, El 

Odio, LRM, CharquiPunk, TOMBO and Asie.  The scene depicts a tsunami flooding the 

                                                 
81 “…va pasando una situación de carácter autoral…ya es simplemente una situación de marcar territorio 
pero marcarlo desde un punto de vista estético que no necesariamente implica un gesto político o un gesto 
disruptor.  Pero eso también ha dado lugar a un tipo de práctica que no dimensiona los espacios que 
intervienen.  Entonces ya, simplemente, hoy lo que tenemos es suciedad…” Alberto Madrid, Interview with 
the author, November 16, 2010. Valparaiso, Chile. Transcribed and translated by Amethyst Beaver. Sala 
Puntángles is the Universidad de Playa Ancha’s contemporary art exhibition space located in the center of 
Valparaiso. It has been operating since 2004. 
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city of Valparaiso as a family looks on from a balcony and a whale and a slew of other 

characters ride into the city. The mural bears TOMBO’s letters TSUNAMI, straight-

lined, angular and clearly readable, emblazoned across the background of the graffiti-

mural.  From left to right the colors progressively get lighter changing from black to 

charcoal, to grey, to light grey, to white. The black letter T is the largest, extending from 

the farthest left edge of the graffiti-mural to the mid-way point of the whale’s snout.  The 

charcoal S, outlined in white, fits like a jigsaw puzzle piece into the bottom of the T and 

spans about one third of the background of the city of Valparaiso. The U squeezes into a 

small space between the S and the N. The N stands out in grey with alternating black and 

white outlines. A lower case A in light grey shares a white outline/border with the letter 

M.  The letter M fades from light grey to white and frames the family standing on the 

balcony.  A lower case I painted in white, stands unharmed in the green bushes of the 

city’s outskirts.   

On the farthest right side of the mural the head and shoulders of Asie’s glamorous 

female figure stands in the extreme foreground (fig. 2.2).  She faces the viewer; her 

upturned chin, shaggy coif that covers her eyes and pouty hot pink lips make her look 

more like a commercial rather than as a participant in the scene.  The curving white line 

of a balcony begins at the woman’s shoulder and leads up to a five-member family of 

LRM’s figures overlooking the city.  The statue-like family gazes out unaware of 

anything outside of their aerosol created environ but for one small boy who makes eye 

contact with the viewer.  CharquiPunk’s detailed city of Valparaiso sprawls into the 

distance, getting smaller and smaller the closer they get to the letters.  The intricate city 

stands unwavering as Caos’s waves and El Odio’s character wash into the port town (fig. 

2.3).  In his characteristic swirling mass of color, Caos has conjured a giant whale; a 
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small boat carrying El Odio’s stocking capped character’s rides atop it.  One of 

CharquiPunk’s famous cats surfs into Valparaiso just ahead of the whale (fig. 2.4).   

While not political in an outward sense of party politics, it is still communicating 

a very real threat that had recently paralyzed the city of Valparaiso.  In a country under 

constant threat of major earthquakes and consequently, tsunamis, this image of water 

flooding over the city is deceptively playful and innocent.  The surfing cat and colorful 

whale look benign, the calm onlookers seem unfazed as the ocean extends towards their 

toes.  The tone of the human figures is almost one of complete indifference.  In contrast 

to the impassive and stoic human figures on the right side of the image, the grinning 

whale, surfing cat and smirking cartoon sailor ridding in a boat on the back of the whale 

with a bottle clutched tightly in his right hand, seem almost to mock the gravity of the 

event that is taking place.   The image is playful and distanced—it makes no commitment 

to the terror that this event should convey. In the days and weeks following the 8.8 

magnitude earthquake that hit central Chile on February 27 of 2010, the city of 

Valparaiso and neighboring Viña del Mar were on constant alert for tsunami warnings. 

Immediately following the first earthquake, the Chilean Navy failed to issue tsunami 

warnings for the central Chilean costal towns and the majority of the casualties of the 

earthquake are accredited to the powerful tsunamis that devastated those areas.82   

Given its context, this graffiti-mural can be seen as expressly political.  Suddenly, 

this lovingly rendered image of the port city complete with frozen onlookers, a hip, 

apathetic female model and an idiosyncratic wave-ridding cat is not so harmless. Located 

on the Avenida Alemania—the most heavily trafficked road within the hills and the 

major artery for hillside transportation—the image shows the carefully articulated city of 

                                                 
82 “Chile minister says navy erred on tsunami” Associated Press. February, 28, 2010. Accessed November 
1, 2011. http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/35637211/ns/world_news-chile_earthquake/#.TrAjIc1LL5g 
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Valparaiso violently inundated with water.  Interestingly, the people watch on from a 

balcony on the Avenida Alemania.83  The image is referencing an event that never took 

place, but remains a very real threat because of the constant fear of earthquakes, and 

consequently, tsunamis.  This image could be read as an indictment of the Navy and 

Chilean government for their inability to protect their own citizens.  Tsunami is not 

overtly political in the sense that it is monolithically read as an accusatory image, yet the 

image is clearly communicating with the collective unconscious and fear of the 

Valparaiso residents who experienced this terrifying possibility and the tragic reality of 

the power of tsunamis in other parts of Chile.   

The image itself remains within a nebulous position where one could read the 

political implications behind this graffiti, but the scene could just as easily be read simply 

as a colorful, graffiti-mural with a glamorous woman and a smiling whale.  The intention 

or supposed intention of the image provokes another series of questions.  Was this 

created to pass as something decorative rather than as a recognizable censure towards the 

governing powers in the public sphere?  If the graffiti authors felt that they needed to 

present their criticisms in a more concealed or enigmatic way within the public sphere, is 

this public space really free and open for democratic debate?  

Other graffiti are communicating in a more direct, written language.  In the image 

Fin a la Ley Antiterrorista (fig.VIII), what people in Chile would call a rayado, the 

writing is expressing a clear, political opinion within the public sphere.84  The words in 

red say, “Fin a la ley antiterrorista”, which, in English translate to “End to the antiterrorist 

law.”  The words in black below it read, “Libertad a los presos políticos Mapuches”, 

                                                 
83 According to accounts, the Avenida Alemania (Germany Avenue) was where people were advised to go 
in case of a tsunami warning. 
84 Rayado means written graffiti, usually considered a form of vandalism. 
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which in English means, “Freedom for the Mapuche political prisoners.”  I took this 

photograph in early September of 2010 when thirty-four Mapuche prisoners were on a 

hunger strike.85  While the conflict between the government and the Mapuche nation 

extends back hundreds of years, this most recent conflict stems from a Counterterrorism 

law created under Pinochet in 1984 that allows Mapuche land rights activists to be 

charged as terrorists.86  Essentially the Mapuche prisoners in question were being held 

because their actions were viewed as terrorist threats to the state.87  The anti-terrorism 

legislation allows the state to restrict defense attorney’s access to evidence and to hold 

suspects for up to two years without charges.88  The accused can be tried by a military 

tribunal instead of a civilian court and they can be held based on the evidence of a secrete 

witness.89 Unfortunately, neither the strike nor the cause received sufficient media 

attention. Shortly after the strike began the spotlight was usurped by the national and 

international calamity surrounding the announcement that thirty-three miners had 

survived after a mine collapsed in Northern Chile.90  The news of their survival and the 
                                                 
85  Most of the strikers began on July 12, 201o and many of the Mapuche protesters called off the strike on 
October 1, 2010 after extensive meetings with the Chilean government. “Mapuches End Hunger Strike 
After Agreement with Chilean Government.” Latin American Herald Tribune.  From Mapuche 
International Link News. October 2, 2010, accessed November 2, 2011, http://www.mapuche-
nation.org/english/html/news/n-206.htm. 
86 Ruth Collins, “The untold story of the Mapuche hunger strike” NewStatesman. September 15, 2010, 
accessed November 1, 2011, http://www.newstatesman.com/blogs/the-staggers/2010/09/mapuche-hunger-
chile. 
87 For an interesting and concise article on the relationship between the Mapuche and the Chilean 
government, please see Elizabeth Benjamin’s article, “Chile Invokes Pinochet-Era Anti-terrorism Law 
Against Mapuche Demonstators,” Council on Hemispheric Affairs. November 19, 2009, accessed 
November 2, 2011, http://www.coha.org/chile-invokes-pinochet-era-anti-terrorism-law-against-mapuche-
demonstrators/. 
88 “Mapuches End Hunger Strike After Agreement with Chilean Government.” Latin American Herald 
Tribune.  From Mapuche International Link News. October 2, 2010.  Accessed November 2, 2011. 
http://www.mapuche-nation.org/english/html/news/n-206.htm. 
89 Natasha Pitts, “Mapuche on hunger strike are entering into critical state.” Mapuche International Link 
News. September 15, 2010, accessed on November 1, 2011, http://www.mapuche-
nation.org/english/html/news/n-195.htm. 
90 After seventeen days underground, drilling probes found a note from the trapped miners; the men were 
alive and in an emergency bunker miles below the surface of the earth. 
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subsequent flurry of news media surrounding their rescue highly diminished the visibility 

of the Mapuche hunger strike within the media.91  Thus, the Mapuche strike that was 

particularly frustrating to the Piñera administration was successfully overshadowed by 

the uplifting news of the plans for the miners rescue.  This graffiti, Fin a la ley 

antiterrorista, enunciates an alternative narrative to the barrage of official media that 

focused on the miners.  In both of these examples, graffiti is clearly using the public 

sphere to bring up political issues within the public space not simply as a voice for the 

silenced and marginalized, but also as a persistent reminder that injustices are not simply 

forgotten with joyful distractions.  While I do not mean to belittle the miraculous survival 

of the thirty-three miners, I do wish to point out that the national media—widely 

understood to be controlled by the conservative government—used this event to divert 

public attention away from the more difficult political issues.   

While Fin a la ley antiterrorista and Tsunami are indicating political agendas, I 

argue that all graffiti in the public sphere—albeit apolitical, communicated via colorful 

images or simply as a tag—are operating as an alternative opinion to the governing 

powers and the imposing and seductive consumer advertisements.  They exist within this 

tension as signs of political unrest for three main reasons: the first being that graffiti 

solicits a response from a public viewership.   In his philosophical article analyzing 

graffiti, Tuillang Yuing A. notes,  

Graffiti is a matter of coexistence, of something that someone wants us to see, that 
we read as screams, odes, poems, predictions, offerings that are imposed on our 
view…92  

                                                 
91 David Mauro, “Mapuche hunger strike in Chile highlights the real problem facing President Sebastián 
Piñera,” Mapuche International Link News.  October, 15, 2010, accessed October 30, 2011, 
http://www.mapuche-nation.org/english/html/news/n-207.htm 
92 Tuillang Yuing A, “Trazos en la pared: ejercicio de un gesto filosófico actual,” Revista de la Facultad de 
Educación.  Universidad Santiago de Cali.  5 (April 2008): 88. He writes, “el graffiti es un tema de 
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The image or writing—graffiti-mural, tag or otherwise—can trigger an internal human 

reaction or emotion. In effect, it initiates an instantaneous and spontaneous relationship 

between the author and the viewer, an acknowledgement of shared space.  In the case of 

the tags, the reaction is usually one of anger or frustration, but sometimes it is one of 

solidarity, of understanding, or a genuine interest in the person behind the mark.  In either 

case, graffiti causes a disruption; it initiates a switch to a different frame of mind.  

Secondly, graffiti—even the illegible scrawls that inundate the city—indicate the 

potentiality that one could say something political whenever and wherever they wish.  It 

remains as a constant reminder that the public sphere is an open space for dialogue, for 

expression, for communication.  Finally, graffiti exists within the public sphere as a 

signal of spatial insubordination.93  Much of the graffiti on the walls is inane, crude, or 

unimportant; it persists only for the sake of frustrating the dominant order.  It kicks 

against authority simply by being where it is not allowed to be. 

HIDDEN TRANSCRIPTS AND INFRAPOLITICS  

We can also analyze graffiti as a signal of dissent and the tactics used to create it 

as a form of micro-politics in the public sphere.  Using James C. Scott’s theory of 

infrapolitics and hidden transcripts, it is clear that graffiti is an alternative narrative to the 

order and rigidity of the governing powers.  It is a voice apart from the official transcripts 

of those who record a certain type of history.  In his book Domination and the Arts of 

Resistance: Hidden Transcripts, Scott articulates how in society there are public 

transcripts—the open interactions between subordinates and those in power—and hidden 

                                                                                                                                                 
convivencia, de algo que alguien quiere que veamos, que leamos como gritos, cantos, odas, poemas, 
predicciones, ofertas que se imponen a la vista…” Translated by Amethyst Beaver. 
93 Susan Stewart, “Ceci Tuera Cela: Graffiti as Crime and Art,” in Life After Postmodernism, ed. John 
Fekete. (New York City: St. Martin’s Press, 1987), 175. 
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transcripts—the discourse that takes place “off stage.”94  Scott clarifies three main 

characteristics of these off-stage discourses.  The first is that they are context specific; 

one subordinate group’s transcript is specific to its particular circumstances of 

domination, repression, location and actors.95  These hidden discourses are not uniform 

between groups and manifest in a diverse spectrum of practices.96  Finally, Scott notes 

that there is not a clear designation between what is public and what is hidden.  There is a 

dynamic and constant struggle between the dominant and the subordinate and thus a 

permeable wall between the public and private dialogues.97  Examining these transcripts 

is important to understanding the more complex social and political scenarios that are 

omitted from official narratives.   

Subordinate groups articulate these hidden transcripts as forms of practical 

resistance.98  These practical forms of resistance, which Scott refers to as infrapolitics, 

are constantly testing the bounds, pushing the barriers of what is tolerated.99 In the case 

of Tsunami and Fin a la antiterrorista, the hidden transcript is communicated in 

straightforward writing or in more veiled, complex images in the public sphere.  In both 

cases, the writings on the wall are the public articulation of a hidden transcript.  It is a 

form of resistance because of its anonymous, persistent, and sometimes surreptitious 

insubordination. 

Not surprisingly, writing on walls has been a form of expression since prehistory 

when cavemen began marking walls.  In Greece and Rome, scholars are looking at the 

                                                 
94 James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts, (New Haven and London: 
Yale University Press, 1990), 2, 4. 
95 Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts, 14. 
96 Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts, 14. 
97 Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts, 14. 
98 Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts, 191. 
99 Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts, 200. 



 44 

graffiti writings as evidence of the histories not recorded by the elite.  In her book, The 

Complete Pompeii, Joanne Berry notes that graffiti gives archeologists another window 

into the everyday life of people in Pompeii.100  Often there are notes left for other people, 

advertisements, advice or instructions, expressions of human emotion; love, 

disappointment, anger.101  Many are banal or crude and often dripping with satire.  Alexei 

Zadorojnyi points out that in Greco-Roman times, graffiti operated on a sliding scale 

encompassing the politics of rebellion and assassination to “the tentative infrapolitics of 

toilet drollery.”102  In any case, the satire and anti-tyrannical slogans that graffiti trumpets 

in the public space fueled dissent against those ruling powers.103 Graffiti is a form of 

human expression or opposition that is not recorded in the official transcripts or art 

narratives painted on vases or carved into marble friezes.  

EVERYDAY RESISTANCE AS CULTURE IN THE UNIQUE CONTEXT OF VALPARAISO 

Valparaiso is geographically and architecturally unique and thus elicits a distinct 

rhetoric for walking; the city not only requests that you move in a certain way, it 

mandates it.  Only about 10% of the city is in the flat plane; the vast majority of the area 

and the people who live and walk in Valparaiso live in the hills.  Instead of moving 

horizontally, the inhabitants move vertically, traversing space as a function of moving not 

only right and left, but also up and down, in and out, in front and behind, betwixt and 

between.  The city changes how you walk and thus how you perceive space.  When you 

walk in the hills the city feels smaller, the spaces more intimate and the distinction 

between what is public and what is private blurs (fig. 2.5).  Public staircases cut through 
                                                 
100 Joanne Berry, The Complete Pompeii, (London: Thames and Hudson, 2007), 102. 
101 Berry, 102-103. 
102 Alexei V. Zadorojnyi, “Transcripts of Dissent?  Political Graffiti and Elite Ideology Under the 
Principate,” in Ancient Graffiti in Context, ed. J.A. Baird and Claire Taylor. (New York and London: 
Routledge, 2011), 128-129. 
103 Zadorojnyi, “Transcripts of Dissent?  Political Graffiti and Elite Ideology Under the Principate,” 128. 
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people’s front doors; sidewalks run parallel to someone’s back porch (figs. 2.6 & 2.7).  It 

is unclear who owns or has rights over certain spaces.  It is within the grey area, the blur 

and the uncertainty of ownership that graffiti has found its niche. 

De Certeau posits that space only exists as something that is performed.  He 

writes, “Space occurs as the effects produced by the operations that orient it, situate it, 

temporalize it, and make it function in a polyvalent unity of conflictual programs or 

contractual proximities…In short, space is a practiced place. Thus the street 

geometrically defined by urban planning is transformed into a space by walkers.”104  If 

space exists because people activate it through daily practice or performance, I propose 

that graffiti is a practice that both activates space at the moment of the performance and 

continues to activate the area with the visual memories of that event.  Graffiti is more 

than just a mark, it is an action, a performance in a public space. Graffiti-authors first 

activate space with their initial physical action of writing or painting.  What remains are 

the memories of that original event.   

In a city that is already labyrinthine, graffiti is a poetic, calligraphic flourish that 

intervenes in the public arena (fig. 2.9).  These images stand out, calling to our eyes, 

turning our heads and shifting the direction of our steps. Here, where interminable 

staircases take you from one part of the city to the other and fantastical figures beckon 

you to explore previously unnoticed walls, the city can become magical, alive with faces 

and voices.  These memories fill the public space, populating it, activating it, reiterating 

its message to each new walking acquaintance. These memories enact on people, causing 

them to move differently in this unique space.  In Valparaiso, graffiti marks are not just 

                                                 
104 Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life (Berkeley and Lose Angeles: University of California 
Press, 1988), 117. 
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signs (beautiful or otherwise) they are signifying visual interventions that interact with 

space and viewers, activating both by soliciting a response.   

I posit that this action—the everyday practice of resistance by creating graffiti—

activates space and signifies culture.  I define culture using both Raymond Williams’s 

and Michel de Certeau’s definitions of culture.  For Williams, culture is both the material 

production and signifying or symbolic systems.105  In his expanded definition in his book, 

Culture, Williams explains that people who study culture look at the  

social practices and social relations which produce not only ‘a culture’ or ‘an 
ideology’ but, more significantly, those dynamic actual states and works within 
which there are not only continuities and persistent determinations but also 
tensions, conflicts, resolutions and irresolutions, innovations and actual 
changes.106  

For Williams, culture is not only the material production but also the space and time of 

the practice, the human processes behind the objects or the actions.  Thus, culture is not 

static, it is always in motion, fluid; it is a process.  I use William’s definition of culture 

because I believe it will prove fruitful to look at graffiti as a both a material production 

and as a constantly changing, signifying everyday practice.  

Michel de Certeau’s definition of culture is similar, although it adds another 

dimension.  According to de Certeau,  

culture articulates conflicts and alternatively legitimizes, displaces or controls the 
superior force.  It develops in an atmosphere of tensions, and often of violence, 
for which it provides symbolic balances, contracts of compatibility and 
compromises, all more or less temporary. The tactics of consumption, the 
ingenious ways in which the weak make use of the strong, thus lend a political 
dimension to the everyday practices.107   
 

                                                 
105 Raymond Williams, Keywords, A Vocabulary of Culture and Society, Revised Edition (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1983), 91.  
106 Raymond Williams, Culture (Glasgow: Fontana Press, 1981), 29.   
107 de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, xvii.  Italic mine.  
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Thus, for de Certeau, culture exists as an enunciation of the struggle between 

those in power and those expressing a dissident voice—in this case, materially, as graffiti 

on the wall—and also as a tactic or signifying action that resists or constitutes the 

established order.  Culture exists in the space between the condoned and the forbidden; it 

is nagging force that keeps the ruling powers in check.  Using both Williams and de 

Certeau’s definitions of culture allows me to define graffiti as a culture that is the 

enunciation of a state of tension, the material object or visible sign of that enunciation, 

the constantly changing processes of articulating those tensions and the force that 

counteracts the apparatuses of power.   

Both theorists lean toward the political potential of culture, but de Certeau 

conveys it in a way that defines culture as a process utilized by the disempowered (what 

he calls the weak) to gain power over those who have the power (the strong).  He uses the 

word tactic to define culture and for my purposes, tactic is a very important word.   He 

draws a distinction between tactic and strategy, defining a tactic as “a calculus which 

cannot count on a ‘proper’ (a spatial or institutional localization), nor thus on a border-

line distinguishing the other as a visible totality.  The place of a tactic belongs to the 

other…because it does not have a place, a tactic depends on time—its is always on the 

watch for opportunities that must be seized ‘on the wing.’”108  In contrast, he defines 

strategy as “the calculus of force-relationships which becomes possible when a subject of 

will and power can be isolated from an ‘environment.’ A strategy assumes a place that 

can be circumscribed as proper (propre) and thus serve as the basis for generating 

relations with an exterior distinct from it (competitors, adversaries, ‘clientèles,’ ‘targets,’ 

or ‘objects’ of research).”109  

                                                 
108 de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, xix. 
109 de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, xix.   
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TACTIC AND STRATEGY IN ACTION 

In the case of Valparaiso, I argue that graffiti acts as both a strategy and as a 

tactic.  Clearly graffiti is tactical by nature; spaces are won by aggressive, illegal seizures 

of both public and private property.  They are taken with stealth and a complete disregard 

for the opposing forces—and many times spaces are “taken” precisely because of a direct 

conflict with a source of power.  De Certeau writes,  

Many everyday practices are tactical in character.  And so are, more generally, 
many ‘ways of operating’: victories of the ‘weak’ over the ‘strong’ (whether the 
strengths be that of the powerful people or the violence of things or of an imposed 
order, ect.), clever tricks, knowing how to get away with things, ‘hunter’s 
cunning,’ maneuvers, polymorphic simulations, joyful discoveries, poetic as well 
as warlike.110  
 

Graffiti is a way of operating, a way of traversing, trespassing, appropriating and 

living.  It is a tactic that has become normalized and thus found a place in the psyches 

and maybe even the hearts of the Porteños.  Simultaneously, through these tactical 

practices the spaces “won” have—in some respects—become accepted and legitimate 

spaces for graffiti.  While the people of Valparaiso might not have originally accepted 

graffiti in their city, it has found a symbolic place and has appropriated physical space in 

a way that seems natural.  Graffiti has moved from being simply a tactic but has also 

become a strategy. Yet, while graffiti might have won some strategic gains, it maintains a 

tenuous “official” space and remains a visible intervention in public space because of its 

continued tactical presence.  

The graffiti in the zones between authorized acceptance and unauthorized 

vandalism are most in need of analysis because these are the spaces where tactic and 

strategy intersect.  In May of 2010, I accompanied LRM and El Odio to watch them paint 

                                                 
110 de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, xix.   



 49 

in el Barrio Puerto.  Significant to this analysis, the graffiti authors began the outing by 

painting on two metal curtains on the Calle Serrano (fig. 2.9).  LRM painted a 

disembodied hairless head. The sharp dark purple outlines of the cheekbones cascade 

across the on the bubble gum pink background towards the “o” shape of the pursed lips. 

El Odio’s pink letters outlined in dark black and trimmed in blue, sits on the curtain next 

to the painted face.  I watched as they very calmly but quickly pulled out spray cans and 

outlined the circle of the face and the letters.  Then they poured out latex paints into cut 

plastic bottles and painted the pink backgrounds with large brushes.  Each then began to 

add more details with spray, lending depth, shading and personality to the works.  The 

paintings were finished in no more than five minutes.  When they were done, they again, 

calmly but quickly packed up their supplies and began to search for the next site.   

Within a few minutes of walking around and just steps from the patrimonial Plaza 

Echaurren and the giant graffiti-mural on Calle Valdivia, El Odio and LRM spied a man 

who was closing the protective metal curtain over the entrance of his seafood restaurant.  

The graffiti authors asked him if they could paint his metal curtain.  The man looked at 

the two young men in jeans and zippered sweaters, one wearing a red beanie and the 

other in a bright, printed hat and skeptically asked what they were going to paint.  When 

the graffiti authors explained their intentions the man agreed.  As LRM and El Odio were 

painting, people from the neighborhood came by to talk to them or to simply watch.  As 

the duo was finishing, another shop owner from the area approached them and invited 

them to come and paint his curtains over the weekend.   

The finished work on the front of the seafood restaurant, although slightly more 

involved than the previous work on the Calle Serrano, is nonetheless very similar (fig. 

2.10).  These two sister works were created within minutes of each other in the same area 

designated as a UNESCO world heritage site; yet one was authorized and one was not.   
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Both works were tactical in that they took spaces that were available to them at a specific 

moment.  In both cases, the graffiti authors used spaces that are not designated for graffiti 

thus making graffiti more visible and consequently more legitimate to a community of 

people.  I propose that it was the tactics used to create the first intervention on Calle 

Serrano and previous efforts by other individuals in the area that allowed for the seafood 

restaurant owner to agree to El Odio and LRM’s request.  This authorization to paint in 

one private space led to the invitation to appropriate another private space.  I see this 

particular episode as representative of what is happening in Valparaiso on a much larger 

scale; in effect, it has almost become a graffiti movement.  On this day, El Odio and 

LRM began by appropriating a space illegally.  Then they appropriated a space by 

permission; then they were invited to create their work in another space.  In Valparaiso, 

tactic has become strategy.   

These individuals are putting forth their own individual tactics that are 

collectively advancing a multi-individual movement or strategy for inhabiting the city.  

Individuals go out painting for their own reasons. But when three, four or ten graffiti 

authors take to painting the walls of the city as autonomous authors, the action ceases to 

be solely about the individual.  Whether they realize it or not, individual tactics are 

aligning as a collective movement that is inscribing graffiti as a permanent fixture in the 

city.  The tactics of individuals have become the strategy of a group.  Interestingly, just as 

the individuals and groups have used graffiti as a strategy to gain visibility in the city, 

other entities are using it as a strategy for promoting tourism in the city.  
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Chapter 3 

 The Role of the Individual 

Although graffiti in Valparaiso can be analyzed as a collective movement of 

resistance, it is one comprised of a constellation of individuals creating for their own 

reasons and politics.  In an effort to dissect how these authors operate, I will analyze the 

role of the individual in three contexts: graffiti as an individual decision and personal 

process, how graffiti authors maintain their subjectivity within the context of group 

projects and finally, how individual authors are tactically and strategically working to 

achieve more visibility (either authorized or unauthorized) in public spaces.  

Individual Desire to Create Graffiti 

While most of my analysis is about the tactics and strategies of a larger, collective 

graffiti movement in Valparaiso, it could not be possible without individuals and their 

personal desires for expression.  In my conversations with graffiti authors in Valparaiso 

and Santiago de Chile, there are common themes and notions that reappear in the 

interviews but every author’s response is personal, individual and often divergent from 

their collaborators.  People decide to paint graffiti for diverse reasons and continue to 

paint for others.  Accordingly, many of the graffiti authors I interviewed also have 

opposing definitions of what constitutes graffiti.  The various interpretations of graffiti 

either expand or shrink allowing the authors’ projects to fit into their personal definition 

of graffiti.  Some graffiti authors even describe their work differently depending on their 

audience.  For example, when CharquiPunk travels to other countries to paint, on the 

customs forms he describes his profession as a “visual artist”, yet when giving talks to 

students at the Pontificia Universidad Católica de Valapraíso, he describes his work as 
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graffiti.111  Some people think that graffiti is supposed to make a place more beautiful112 

while others think precisely the opposite—that graffiti should offend and make people 

uncomfortable.113  Others say that is not only anti-art, but rather a deliberate 

transgression of pubic space.114 For some people, creating graffiti in a public space is a 

political act; others choose not to consider the political potential of their actions.  In all of 

the cases, the action or the intervention is outside, in the streets, within the public arena.  

I recognize that other critics, historians and publications have made a distinction between 

graffiti and street art, but for the purposes of my analysis of visual interventions in the 

public space in Valparaiso, I choose not to distinguish which of these works are graffiti 

and which are street art.115  I believe that they all, in part, belong to a collective 

movement of individuals intervening in the public space and all comprise a prominent, 

everyday, visual culture within the city.  Nevertheless, I think that it is important to shed 

light on the individual reasons why people engage in these actions.  

What came up again and again in the interviews was the idea of freedom, of 

freedom to create when and where you want, with or without other people, within the 

bounds of the law or far outside of them.  There is also the idea of freedom as a way of 

                                                 
111 CharquiPunk, interview with the author, August 16, 2010, Valparaiso, Chile. Also in various 
conversations with the artist.  
112 “Me gusta decorar la ciudad…darle vida a los distintos lugares muertos.”  (“I like to decorate the 
city…give life to different places that are dead.”) Juana Perez, interview with the author, December 10, 
2010, Santiago de Chile. Transcribed and translated by Amethyst Beaver. 
113 “Para mi es importante que el graffiti disguste un poco…” (“For me it is important that graffiti is a little 
displeasing…”) TOMBO, interview with the author, August 31, 2010, Valparaiso, Chile. Transcribed and 
translated by Amethyst Beaver. 
114 “Considero que no es arte porque no tiene ninguna aspiración de serlo.  Nace como una expresión casi, 
no vulgar pero una expresión personal casi de marcar un lugar público.” (“I don’t consider it art because it 
doesn’t have any aspiration to be art.  It is born from an expression, not vulgar, but almost from a personal 
expression to mark a public place.”) La Robot de Madera, interview with the author, May 25, 2010. 
Valparaiso, Chile. Transcribed and translated by Amethyst Beaver. 
115 For a through analysis of the distinction between these two terms, please see Cedar Lewisohn’s article 
“Street Art or Graffiti” in Street Art: The Graffiti Revolution. (New York, NY: Abrams, 2008), 15-23. 
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resisting the norm, of remaining apart from the rules that everyone else follows.   When I 

asked TOMBO what he gets from creating graffiti he told me,  

I get a reason for life; a lot of freedom…It is like putting your foot just past the 
line.  It is a feeling of being a little bit more free than the majority of the people 
that walk on the sidewalk, that follow the rules.  It gives you the sensation that 
you can go beyond the establishment.  It is like affectionately stroking illegality a 
little bit.116    

TOMBO, like many of the authors I spoke with, engages in both the legal and illegal 

urban interventions.  Yet, the affection and affinity for the illegal seems to be a common 

trait for various graffiti authors.  As demonstrated by El Odio and LRM’s interventions 

on the Calle Serrano, sometimes the lines between what is legal and illegal are diffuse.  

According to El Odio, crossing that line into the realm of illegal is like a dose of 

adrenaline; “You paint for the sensation…the illegal work gives you something that your 

body asks you for.”117  

The materiality of graffiti itself allows for a freedom from the constraints of only 

painting when certain paints are available.  Good quality spray paint is expensive and 

often authors do not have high quality materials, yet rather than limit their production it 

has inspired and facilitated an exploration of different mediums and methods for painting 

in the streets.  This lack of access to high quality or large quantities of spray paint affords 

writers the freedom to create with what they have, to use brushes, rollers, latex paint 

(which is cheaper), and aerosols (when they can afford it).  In an interview with Poyo, 

one of the founders of Graffito and a prominent graffiti writer in Santiago, he told me, 
                                                 
116 “Gano un motivo de vida; mucha libertad…Es como poner el pie más allá de la línea.  Es como sentirse 
un poco más libre que la mayoría de la gente que va por la vereda, que cumple todas las normas.  Te da la 
sensación de que puedes traspasar lo establecido, es como acariciar un poco la ilegalidad.” TOMBO, 
interview with the author, August 31, 2010, Valparaiso, Chile. Transcribed and translated by Amethyst 
Beaver. 
117 “Pintas para la sensación…el ilegal te da una cosa que tu cuerpo te pide.” El Odio, interview with the 
author, June 5, 2010, Valparaiso, Chile. Transcribed and translated by Amethyst Beaver. 
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With graffiti one needs paint.  It can be good, bad, expensive, cheap, stolen or not 
stolen.  If you have paint and two feet, you can paint graffiti.  Thus, it gives you 
this freedom to be able to do something. You don’t have to call your friend, ‘hey, 
we are going to rent a soccer field and we are going to meet at seven…’ No.  I 
want to paint graffiti.  And that is what I love most because you can do big things, 
or small things, but it is a personal thing, you know? It is one hundred percent 
your own.  That is what I love most about graffiti.118 

Poyo notes that there is also a freedom that comes from creating something personal, 

something completely yours.  The materials with which you create your ephemeral art are 

secondary to the act of creating.  It also allows you to paint on your own without being 

dependent on anyone else.  Juana Perez cites that she prefers to paint alone because she is 

creating something that only belongs to her; “I really like painting alone…because I feel 

that the result that I achieve on the wall is entirely to my taste.  And the pleasure that I 

feel when it is completely to my taste, I really like.”119 

The act of creating an intervention in the public eye is an equally personal and 

political action. Not political in the sense that graffiti must explicitly express a political 

perspective.  Rather, that graffiti in Valparaiso is political in the sense that it is a strong 

visual statement in the public space that forces all of the inhabitants to confront the 

opinion of one person.  In my interviews, I asked many of the authors if they viewed their 

work as something political and many did.  In speaking with Inti about the political 

nature of a creating graffiti he told me,  

                                                 
118 “Con el graffiti uno necesita pintura.  Puede ser pintura buena, mala, cara, barata, robada o no robada.  
Si tú tienes pintura y dos patas, puedes pintar graffiti.  Entonces como esta libertad que te da poder hacer 
algo.  No tienes que llamar a tu amigo, ‘oye, vamos alquilar una cancha de fútbol y nos vamos a juntar a las 
siete…” No. Yo quiero pintar graffiti.  Y eso es lo que más me gusta, que uno puede hacer grandes cosas o 
cosas chicas pero es una cosa de uno, cachi? Es cien por ciento propia.  Eso es que más me gusta del 
graffiti.” Poyo, interview with the author, December 10, 2010. Santiago de Chile. Transcribed and 
translated by Amethyst Beaver.  Graffito can be found at:  http://graffitomag.cl/ 
119 “Me gusta pintar sola…porque siento que el resultado que logro en el muro es totalmente a mi gusto. Y 
ese placer que siento cuando esta totalmente a mi gusto, me gusta mucho.” Juana Perez, interview with the 
author, December 10, 2010.  Santiago de Chile. Transcribed and translated by Amethyst Beaver. 
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It is a political act and I think that it is what I love most because it is that 
irreverence of seizing a space… I know that some do it maybe without being very 
conscious, maybe without knowing that it is a political act, but it is…Personally, 
it also is [a political act].120  

He noted that the choice to create graffiti is a way of saying that you are doing this 

action—dedicating yourself to graffiti—instead of doing something else.  He continued 

explaining that the action of creating graffiti is a way of voting, of participating in your 

environment; “We have different ways to vote.  A vote is your opinion.  And painting in 

the street is your opinion.”121   Poyo agrees, noting that graffiti is your voice, a voice that 

carries a personal message that is transmitted to everyone.  He states, 

One has the liberty to paint a wall…it can be pretty, ugly, graffiti or not graffiti, 
but in the end you are painting in the street, you are doing an action that is 
yours…And, to transmit to the masses, that is a political act…I suppose that yes, 
graffiti is about politics, not about the politics of political parties but about 
personal politics.122 

Each author manifests his or her personal politics differently. Juana Perez noted that she 

sees her work as a personal manifestation and a form of intervening in the public space 

and adds that she is expressing her personal politics in the most beautiful form 

possible.123 

                                                 
120 “Es un acto político y yo creo que es lo que más me gusta porque es esta irreverencia de apropiarse del 
lugar y como te decía, yo sé que unos no lo hacen quizás muy consciente, sin saber quizás que es un acto 
político, pero lo es…Personalmente, también lo es.” Inti, interview with the author. January 3, 2011. 
Valparaiso, Chile. Transcribed and translated by Amethyst Beaver. 
121 “Nosotros tenemos distintos formas de votar.  El voto es tú opinión.  Y pintar en la calle es tu opinión." 
Inti, interview with the author. January 3, 2011. Valparaiso Chile. Transcribed and translated by Amethyst 
Beaver. 
122 “Uno tiene la libertad de poder pintar un muro…puede pintar bonito, feo, graffiti o no graffiti, pero al 
final estás pintando en la calle, estás haciendo un acto que es tuyo…Y, al transmitir a las masas, eso es un 
acto político…Supongo que sí, el graffiti tiene que ver con la política, no con la política de partidos pero 
con la política personal.” Poyo, interview with the author, December 10, 2010. Santiago de Chile. 
Transcribed and translated by Amethyst Beaver.  
123 “…estoy manifestando en la forma más hermosa posible pero sí siento que es una forma de intervenir el 
espacio común.” Juana Perez, interview with the author, December 10, 2010, Santiago de Chile.  
Transcribed and translated by Amethyst Beaver. 
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Expressing your personal politics and manifesting your individual choice to create 

graffiti comes as part of a personal development.  All of the authors I spoke with had 

been actively creating graffiti for several years and everyone mentioned that their styles 

and approaches had changed over the course of time.  For Gigi, the artistic growth also 

came with personal growth.  She notes that  

when you realize that basically your only competition is yourself, you move to 
another level because you are no longer looking to mark territory.  You are 
looking to develop other things within yourself that you had not previously found.  
At least for me it has been very productive and has developed me as a person.124  

Thus it seems that graffiti is not only a personal and political manifestation in the pubic 

eye, but it is also part of an internal development process.   

Returning to my compound definition of culture, the personal decision to create 

graffiti is essential to the action of enunciating a state of tension.  No matter if you are 

creating something beautiful or displeasing, with or without the explicit intention of 

creating something political, in every case, the work remains on the wall as a visible sign 

of that state of conflict.  This opposition, the personal tactics or infrapolitics that 

articulate a hidden narrative—just like the personal experiences of creating graffiti—is 

constantly changing in a process that is counteracting and challenging the nodes of power 

that seek to maintain order.   The personal and individual decision to create graffiti is 

definitively outside of the established order and thus a political act. 

                                                 
124 “Cuando tú ya te das cuenta que en el fondo tu única competencia eres tu mismo, pasas a otro nivel 
porque ya no estás buscando marcar territorio. Estás buscando desarrollar otras cosas en ti que antes no 
habías encontrado.  Por lo menos, para mi ha sido bien productivo y me ha desarrollado como persona.” 
Gigi, interview with the author, September 28, 2010, Valparaiso, Chile. Transcribed and translated by 
Amethyst Beaver.  
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Maintaining Individuality Within a Group Context: Fish Cart and Tsunami 

While graffiti authors often work together to create aesthetically captivating 

works or large-scale, elaborate graffiti-murals, individual artists are the driving force 

propelling the movement. The individual remains the most important part of creating 

graffiti.  When I spoke with Inti, one of the organizers of the Expo Graffiti Porteño and 

an artist whose figures are among the most easily recognizable in the city, he made it 

clear to me the importance of the individual in creating graffiti. Even when graffiti 

authors are joining forces and creating multi-story graffiti-murals, each maintain their 

own individual style.  Inti told me,  

A mural will always have a collective proposal.  In general, a mural wants to 
present an ideal… and everyone works according to that ideal.  And graffiti is a 
personal proposal.  Be it artistic or not artistic, or rather just to mark something 
but it is something individual.  You don’t lose the individual...you never lose 
it…we can mix our works, we can make a composition together, but you don’t 
lose the particularity of each person.125  
 

This became very clear to me when I watched as five individual authors came 

together to paint a fish cart in the Subida Ecuador.126  The owner of the cart had 

previously asked CharquiPunk if he and his friends could paint the cart with a fish theme.  

When LRM, Gigi, KOA, El Odio and CharquiPunk arrived at the cart, they found that it 

was covered in dirt and tags (figs. 3.1 & 3.2).  Surprisingly, one side was almost 

completely free of painted tags and CharquiPunk and El Odio washed off what remained 

                                                 
125 “El mural siempre va a tener una propuesta colectiva. Un mural quiere presentar un ideal—en 
general…Y todos trabajan en función de este ideal.  Y el graffiti es una propuesta personal.  Ser artística o 
no ser artística, o sea solamente marcar algo  pero es algo del individuo.  No se pierde el individuo...Nunca 
se pierde…podemos mezclar nuestros trabajos, podemos hacer juntos una composición, pero no se pierde 
la particularidad de cada uno. ” Inti, interview with the author, January 3, 2011, Valparaiso, Chile. 
Transcribed and translated by the author. 
126 The Subida Ecuador is a highly trafficked area of commerce and transportation in the center of the city.  
This is the area where it begins the incline from the flat city center to the hills.  It is a major artery for 
pedestrians, collective taxis and busses.  
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with sponges (fig. 3.3).  The group of five divided up the space: KOA, El Odio and 

Charqui taking one side, and Gigi and LRM taking another.  Each group discussed what 

they would put on each side by either sketching out ideas or gesturing with their hands.   

On the East side of the cart, El Odio painted one of his classic yellow cartoon-ish 

figures as Poseidon, complete with a dark grey beard, a mop of curlicue hair and a three 

pronged trident in his right hand (fig. 3.4).  He rides atop a small fish and CharquiPunk’s 

yellow catfish. The angst-ridden sea is comprised of different shades of purple triangles.  

They are outlined in white lending them the quality of highly stylized, graphic sea foam.  

To the right, KOA painted a stripped-shirted cartoon man sitting in the waves eating fish 

with a fork. On the West side of the cart, LRM and Gigi each decided to paint a face with 

fish (fig. 3.5).  Gigi’s blue-green, feminine face is surrounded with bright pink, orange 

and yellow fish. Her white, almond shaped eyes are framed by a spiky bunch of thick, 

short, black lashes. The thin, circular eyebrows mirror the curves of the sides of her face.  

One big-eyed fish emerges from the figure’s mouth.  To the left of Gigi’s figure is 

LRM’s painted face.  The large oval-shaped figure is expressionless; the slightly cross-

eyed eyes gaze disinterestedly in different directions.  The large nose and lips look almost 

clown-like.  A blue, frowning fish emerges from the figure’s mouth. They worked 

together to intervene on the fish cart working within the same theme while executing it in 

their own individual styles.  

Considering this graffiti project in terms of tactic and strategy, it is clear that the 

action utilizes both.  It is very likely that the owner of the cart asked CharquiPunk to 

paint the cart because it was already covered in tags.  Without CharquiPunk’s acclaimed 

position within the community, the cart owner might not have known who to ask to paint 

his cart.  In an interview published in a student-produced magazine, CharquiPunk 
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mentions that people have different feelings about different kinds of graffiti.127   He says 

that people usually don’t like the tags because they believe that it dirties the city.  They 

are also usually disinclined toward the letters or the more elaborately produced Wild 

Style pieces because they associate the two.128  But when they look at a mural or graffiti 

with people and drawings, created over a longer period of time and with more color, they 

like it.  They thank him for painting over the tags and they even ask him to paint when 

there are tags.  In the interview he states, “When you first start a wall, they don’t look at 

you in a good way because they have seen the tags and they associate it with the other 

graffiti.  But after seeing the finished work, they like it.”129 CharquiPunk is using his 

position in the community and his previous conquests in Valparaiso to win authorization.  

Neighbors are more inclined to appreciate the graffiti-murals because they can replace the 

tags and scribbles that cover their houses. Without the previous tactics of the writers who 

lent their signatures to the white cart, the cart owner might never have requested that it be 

painted.  Whether they are conscious of it or not, graffiti authors are taking advantage of 

these tags, tactical choices made by other anonymous writers, as part of a larger strategy 

to create collective graffiti-murals.  I am not saying that these authors are intentionally 

tagging areas in order to later appropriate them for a larger graffiti-mural—although that 

might happen on occasion—but rather that some graffiti authors are using the public’s 

dislike for the tags so that they can use that space for a socially acceptable graffiti-mural.  

                                                 
127 Ciudad Galería: Valparaíso como lienzo, ed. Javier Lopez et al. R&R Impresores, Diciembre 2009/n 1, 
accessed October 10, 2011. http://issuu.com/xvierk/docs/ciudadgaleria 
 This was created as part of a project for a typography class at the Instituto Duoc in Viña del Mar.  
128 Please see glossary for a definition of Wild Style. The term pieces originates from the word 
masterpieces.  The term came about in regards to painting large works on the trains.  Please see glossary. 
129 “Al comenzar un muro no te miran de buena manera, ya que ven rayas y lo asocian a los otros graffitis.  
Pero al verlo terminado, sí les gusta.” CharquiPunk, interview with Cuidad Galería: Valparaíso como 
lienzo, ed. Javier Lopez et al. R&R Impresores, Diciembre 2009/n 1, accessed October 10, 2011, page 13. 
http://issuu.com/xvierk/docs/ciudadgaleria 
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Tsunami (fig. VII), the graffiti-mural I examined in the previous chapter, is 

another example that demonstrates a recurring technique in the city: individual people 

coming together to paint unified graffiti-murals while simultaneously maintaining their 

own distinct styles within the work.  The entire scene was clearly discussed and 

organized by the various authors prior to its execution.  All of the component parts of the 

mural work in synchrony together and while a different author created each part they all 

blend, influence and depend on each other.  While the composition is visually cohesive, 

as viewers we can still detect the roles of the individuals within the composition.  From 

my experience watching group graffiti projects, each person paints their strengths or what 

they most like to paint.  For example, TOMBO likes to paint letters.  LRM likes to paint 

human or human-like figures.  CharquiPunk is known in Valparaiso and other parts of the 

world130 for his iconic cats, and while one small cat makes a cameo, in this work his 

major contribution is the detailed depiction of the city.  A proud Porteño, CharquiPunk’s 

love for Valparaiso is rendered in his illustration of the city with meticulous lines and 

careful attention to details (fig. 3.6).  Caos’s colors are precise and full of movement.  

They curl, spiral and weave in and out of each other.  El Odio’s characters touch every 

part of the city and their playful and sometimes sinister expressions make his work 

irrefutably his.  El Odio’s smirking character in the boat looks as if the right side of his 

rectangular face is transforming into SpongeBob SquarePants. Or maybe he is changing 

from his sponge form into his human form? 

Each author has his/her forte and style.  They retain their individuality while 

working together to create something larger and more intricate than each would create on 

their own.  Working within a group requires that each person put aside their individual 

                                                 
130 For more information on CharquiPunk’s artwork and his travels in South America, please see Tristan 
Manco’s Street Sketchbook Journeys. (China: Thames & Hudson, 2010), 70-81. 
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egos, their personal perfectionisms, build and grow from the challenges of working with 

other people and illustrate their strengths while allowing other people the opportunity to 

modify and change their work.  Herein lies the strength of a collective graffiti-mural; 

individuals work together to create something that is greater than the sum of their 

individual talents.  According to many of the graffiti authors, while the expression is 

personal and individual, the part that they most enjoy about creating a collective work is 

working together.  In an interview with Gigi in September of 2010, she told me,   

What I like the most is sharing with other people and being with them painting.  
And it can be that you don’t say anything but that corporeal relationship that one 
has with another and when you arrive at a moment when you have spent so much 
time painting with that person—or it could be the first time—all of these 
experiences and relations create a connection that is different…It is about how 
you surpass your our ego and connect with another in a common goal...131 

Here, the common goal is the graffiti-mural, the product of the work of painting together 

outside.  The author’s decision to maintain their individuality and styles while working 

together is a tactic that has won them respect and visibility within the community. On a 

larger scope, the common goal is the strategy of appropriating public space for graffiti.   

Graffiti as Strategy: Individuals Strategically Acquire Space for Graffiti 

Some individual authors are also putting forward their energies to create graffiti 

interventions with the specific intention of improving public spaces for a community of 

people. These interventions illustrate the importance of the individual in advancing the 

graffiti scene in and around Valparaiso and they are examples of spaces that have been 

“won” by the graffiti authors as “proper” places for graffiti. 

                                                 
131 “Lo que más me gusta es compartir con esas personas, estar con ellos pintando.  De repente uno puede 
que no hable nada, pero esa relación como corporal que uno tiene con el otro y llegar a un momento que ya 
llevas tanto tiempo pintando con esa persona—o puede ser la primera vez—todas esas experiencias y 
relaciones van generando un lazo que es distinto…Cómo tu superas tu propio ego y te relacionas con el 
otro en un fin en común...” Gigi, interview with the author, September 28, 2010. Valparaiso, Chile. 
Transcribed and translated by the author. 
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In September and November of 2010, as part of her thesis and final project in 

completion of the degree requirements at the School of Education at the Universidad 

Viña del Mar, Marjorie Peñailillo Endre, graffiti alias Gigi, planned and executed graffiti-

murals in two towns outside of the city of Valparaiso; Santa Inés and Villa Alemana.  

Working with her friends and organizers of a group called Cultura Urbana Chile, Gigi 

collaborated with the community of Santa Inés and Villa Alemana to identify areas that 

had fallen into disrepair and had become dangerous because of gangs and drug abuse.132  

While Gigi had diametrically different experiences working with the Junta Vecinal 

Británica of Santa Inés verses the municipality of Villa Alemana, both actions in the 

towns took place with the consent, if not the blessings and express invitation from the 

communities and authorities themselves.133  Gigi had effectively won designated spaces 

for graffiti within the towns outside of the cultural center of the city of Valparaiso.  She 

worked as an individual to conceive the project, to gain the approval and support of two 

specific communities and to organize the other individual authors who collaborated with 

her.  While the proposal was personal and generated by one individual, it was also 

dependent upon a network of other graffiti authors. 

 The idea behind the interventions in these towns and of Cultura Urbana Chile 

was to use graffiti as a tool for community self-improvement.134  The intervention in 

                                                 
132 Cultura Urbana Chile is a group project started by young professionals who were eager to engage 
Chilean youth in constructive activities using public space. The group advocates all urban cultures 
including parkour, skating, graffiti, roller blading, break-dancing, hip-hop singing and dancing and biking. 
They seek to use urban culture as a tool to develop a better society by promoting the values that are 
intrinsic to these activities including perseverance, respect.  Information provided by Marjorie Peñailillo 
Endre. Information cited in: Marjorie Peñailillo Endre, “Graffiti-mural y Cultura Urbana: Dialógica y 
construcción social-colectiva a través de imaginarios urbanos para y con la comunidad.” (Thesis of Title of 
Professor of Studio Art, Universidad de Viña del Mar, School of Education, 2010), 45.   
133 The Junta Vecinal Británica is the neighborhood council of the town.  
134 “El graffiti dialógico que se inserta como una herramienta para la communidad (la otredad colectiva), 
apunta a la autosuperación, a la resolución de problemáticas profundas que hieren nuestra sociedad…” 
Peñailillo Endre, “Graffiti-mural y Cultura Urbana: Dialógica y construcción social-colectiva a través de 
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Villa Alemana took place in the Aranda underpass, a site that the community identified as 

a dangerous seat of drug use and alcoholism, and a meeting site for local gangs.135  The 

intricately rendered graffiti are based around South American imagery: there is a painting 

of the snow-capped Andes, the figures wear bright woven fabrics embroidered with the 

Southern Cross and hats that are similar to traditional Bolivian hats (figs. 3.7, 3.8, 3.9).  

On the wall that faces viewers as they enter the underpass, the graffiti authors wrote the 

word “Chile” in three-dimensional block letters with the colors of the national flag (fig. 

3.10).  While the work is clearly collective—there are four distinct styles from the four 

authors involved—Gigi was the individual who organized the interventions.  I would 

argue that the city is full of individuals who are interested in promoting graffiti on a 

larger scale.  Gigi’s work in the two sites outside of the city of Valparaiso is instrumental 

in promoting a positive vision of graffiti in the community because it is strategically 

branding graffiti as culture.136  In that same vein, other authors have been promoting 

graffiti on an even larger scale within the historic patrimonial city center and within 

municipal and national cultural centers. 

 The Expo Graffiti Porteño was organized by Inti, Hesoe (Hes), Saile and LRM; 

the same graffiti authors who headlined the show.  The Expo was comprised of four parts; 

the show within the CENTEX gallery, Lanzamiento MTN 94- El Meeting with invited 

graffiti authors from outside of Valparaiso, graffiti classes for the community and the 

sixty-foot graffiti-mural, Mural Gigante, on the Calle Valdivia in the Barrio Puerto (fig. 

                                                                                                                                                 
imaginarios urbanos para y con la comunidad” (Thesis of Title of Professor of Studio Art, Universidad de 
Viña del Mar, School of Education, 2010), 42. 
135 Peñailillo Endre, “Graffiti-mural y Cultura Urbana: Dialógica y construcción social-colectiva a través 
de imaginarios urbanos para y con la comunidad,” 48.  
136 Because of restrictions of time and length, I will refrain from analyzing the other location of Gigi’s 
intervention. 
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IV).137  Inti, Hesoe, Saile and LRM began painting the Mural Gigante in the beginning of 

April after planning it a month earlier.138  The show officially opened to the public on 

April 24th, 2010 with the graffiti meeting with the invited authors from other parts of 

Chile.  They called this part of the Expo, Graffiti en Vivo or “live graffiti.”  The show at 

the CENTEX gallery opened on April 25th and ran through May 30th.139  The exhibition 

within the gallery space consisted of four distinct parts by each of the organizers.  The 

intention of the display within the gallery space was not to simply create graffiti on the 

wall or present spray painted canvases, but rather to display the organizers’ vision of 

graffiti from Valparaiso/Chile/South America through its relationship with the materiality 

and unique architecture of Valparaiso.  The organizers specifically state that the 

exhibition exposes the confrontation between the work in the streets and those in the 

gallery.140  The exhibition within the gallery space was designed in a way that the viewer 

had to look through a constructed cardboard box (fig. VI) in order to see into the closed 

off rooms. The fourth part of the show was a series of graffiti classes or workshops at the 

Balmaceda cultural center for youth arts.  This multi-faceted project was possible through 

                                                 
137 As mentioned earlier, CENTEX is the Centro de Extensión del Consejo Nacional de la Cultura y las 
Artes. In English, the Center of Extension of the National Council for Culture and the Arts. Lanzamiento 
MTN 94- El Meeting was the graffiti meeting was sponsored by Montana Colors, an aerosol paint company 
who provided their high quality paints for the event.  In English, Mural Gigante means Giant Mural. 
138 Expo Graffiti Porteño Website. http://www.graffitivalparaiso.com/ 
139 The website said that the show ended on May 30, 2010, although flyers from the event signal that the 
show was originally planned to close on May 15, 2010. “Expo Graffiti Porteño 2010” Expo Graffiti 
Porteño website, accessed September 15, 2011, http://www.graffitivalparaiso.com/blog/graffiti-porteno-
2010/#more-26 
140 “Esta exposición reúne a 4 escritores nacionales; Inti, Hes, Saile y L.R.M, bajo el desafío de mostrar al 
espectador una visión del graffiti porteño / chileno / sudamericano, desde su relación con la materialidad y 
la arquitectura única de Valparaíso. Esta exposición no cuenta con graffitis en su interior, sino mas bien 
instalaciones que evidencian la confrontación entre el trabajo en las calles y el de galerías.” 
http://vimeo.com/12322375 
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funding from the Municipality of Valparaiso, Montana Colors, the Consejo Nacional de 

la Cultura y las Artes (CNCA) and the Balmaceda Arte Joven.141  

 Prior to the Expo in Valparaiso in 2010, Inti and Hesoe presented the first 

incarnation of Expo Graffiti Porteño in Bergen, Norway in 2009.  With the help of friend, 

manager and coordinator Stepan Markin, the duo was able to create a show in a gallery 

space, elaborate large-scale works in the public arena, offer workshops to local youth and 

eventually travel with the show to Oslo and Strasbourg, France among other festivals and 

graffiti meetings in Europe. 142  According to Inti, after they returned to Chile with the 

support and proof of what they had accomplished in Europe, only then did the officials in 

Chile take interest in putting up an exhibition of graffiti.143  

Returning to the idea of graffiti as both tactic and strategy, here, the four 

individuals who put together the Expo utilize their past strategic gains as a tactic to gain 

entrance into the codified gallery spaces of Valparaiso.  Aside from previous large-scale 

works in Valparaiso, Inti and Hesoe used their achievements and support outside of Chile 

to return and speak with the rhetoric and loudspeaker of a state institution.  While the 

exhibition within the gallery space hardly secured them a permanent place in the public 

sphere, the Mural Gigante on Valdivia Street allowed them—as individual authors and as 

a voice of the graffiti movement—a more permanent visibility.  

Mural Gigante has a square composition; the background is broken into 

concentric circles of color.  The center circle is a bright red-orange, the next a series of 

blues, purples and greens.  The final circle of color returns to the bright reds, oranges and 
                                                 
141 In English, CNCA is the National Council of Culture and the Arts.  Balmaceda Arte Joven means the 
Balmaceda Youth Arts. From, Graffiti Porteño. http://vimeo.com/12322375 
142 “Graffiti Porteño 2009”. Expo Graffiti Porteño website, accessed September 15, 2011, 
http://www.graffitivalparaiso.com/gp2009/ 
143 “Hay un fenómeno en Chile.  Si tú haces algo afuera, en Europa, recién te creen aquí.”  “There is a 
phenomena in Chile. If you do something outside, in Europe, only then will they believe you here.” 
Interview with Inti, January 3, 2010, Valparaiso, Chile.  Transcribed and translated by Amethyst Beaver.  
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yellows of the inner circle.  At the bottom of the work, Hesoe has created the letters of his 

name “HESOE” in a way that look like chunks of earth floating in lava.  Just above 

Hesoe’s letters, a floating island holds the giant tree that dominates the center of the 

composition.  The green leaves of the tree reach past the top of the mural.  To the right of 

the tree is one of Saile’s female figures (fig. 3.11).  To the left of the tree, Inti has painted 

an elongated figure made of reeds standing in a boat made of reeds (fig. 3.12).  Above the 

figure are miniature reed houses and boats (fig. 3.13).  The reed figures seem to be 

inspired by the floating islands of the Uros people who live in Lake Titicaca (fig 3.14).  

At the bottom of the tree stands a fantastical character with his head cocked to the side, 

his face and body look like they are made of patched fabric pieces.  His long fingers and 

hands are covered in black and white stripes, one hand holds a long flowering stick, and 

points to a glowing orange and yellow sphere held in the other hand (fig. 3.15). 

Interestingly, the Mural Gigante is itself a manifestation of the individuality of 

the project.  The work was created on a very large scale in the public sphere, yet the 

authors did not design it to be seen from so far below. It looms impressively over 

Valdivia Street, but viewers cannot admire the detail and precision of the work—the 

intricacies of the mural remain a secret only for the artists themselves.  I spent many 

moments looking at the Mural Gigante in person and it was only after zooming in on my 

pictures and viewing the photos available online that I could see things invisible from the 

street.  If this work had been created for the people of the community, the individual 

authors might have made the details of the upper portion of the work larger so that the 

people below could appreciate them.  Yet, in keeping with the individuality of the 

medium, it seems that this work was created primarily for the authors themselves. 

Although we cannot see the details that enrich the graffiti-mural, its commanding 
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presence in the Patrimonial Barrio Puerto and its visibility from many miles away render 

it one of the most visually striking interventions in the city.  

UNESCO, VISIBILITY AND TOURIST CONSUMPTION  

Collective graffiti-murals can be seen throughout the city but are found in the 

highest concentrations in Cerro Alegre, Cerro Concepción and the alleyways between the 

Plaza Sotomayor and the Barrio Puerto.  Interestingly, these areas of highest density 

graffiti are inscribed within the UNESCO world heritage territories described in the first 

chapter.  According to one travel aid, Cerro Alegre and Cerro Concepción are also areas 

with the greatest number of hotels, hostels and upscale restaurants in Valparaiso.144  The 

guide notes that on Cerro Alegre and Cerro Concepción, “Visitors can stop to marvel at 

the impressive views of the city from a multitude of miradores (viewpoints) or duck into 

little shops and cafés to admire the colorful murals—a striking example of the city’s 

bohemian culture.”145  The guide also draws attention to graffiti in other areas of town, 

citing the nearby former prison of Cerro Cárcel as a place “decorated with colorful 

graffiti and a hangout for artists and thespians.”146  Within the guide’s concise seven-

page section on Valparaiso, graffiti is highlighted as something positive and a 

demonstration of an “authentic”, if unconventional, Valparaiso culture.  The tourist 

                                                 
144 “Most restaurants and hostels can be found on Cerro Concepción and Cerro Alegre. Visitors usually 
spend their time here meandering along the winding passageways and enjoying the spectacular views from 
the rickety ascensores.” Six of the seven recommendations for accommodations in Valparaiso are in Cerro 
Concepción and Cerro Alegre.  Guides, Rough. The Rough Guide to South America On A Budget. 
“Valparaíso and Viña del Mar”, (London: Rough Guides, 2011), page 427, accessed October 11, 2011. 
http://utxa.eblib.com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/patron/FullRecord.aspx?p=774019  
145 Guides, Rough. The Rough Guide to South America On A Budget. “Valparaíso and Viña del Mar,” 
(London: Rough Guides, 2011), page 427, accessed October 11, 2011. 
http://utxa.eblib.com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/patron/FullRecord.aspx?p=774019  
146 Cerro Cárcel means Prison hill in English. The old prison is currently being transformed into el Centro 
Cultural Ex-Cárcel (The Ex-Prison Cultural Center). The building had remained abandoned for many years 
and had been covered, inside and out, with graffiti.  Guides, Rough. The Rough Guide to South America On 
A Budget. “Valparaíso and Viña del Mar,” (London: Rough Guides, 2011), page 427, accessed October 11, 
2011. http://utxa.eblib.com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/patron/FullRecord.aspx?p=774019 
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guides signal graffiti as an attraction within the city and subsequently graffiti authors 

have been encouraged to paint here.  In Cerro Alegre and Cerro Concepción, the hostels 

and restaurants that cater to international tourists have accepted graffiti.  In this space of 

high-density tourism, the visual remnants of ephemeral actions are tourist eye-candy and 

an example of a vibrant counter-culture.  

The location of the Expo Graffiti Porteño and the Mural Giante are significant 

factors that inscribe graffiti within the minds of not only the Porteños, but also the 

tourists of the UNESCO world heritage city. While graffiti and any outdoor-mural are 

essentially ephemeral, the Mural Gigante is more permanent in comparison to other 

graffiti or graffiti-murals in the city because of its large size.  In a conversation with Inti, 

he mentioned that the larger the graffiti, the harder it is to erase.147  

The Mural Gigante is highly visible from the neighboring hills that look down on 

the city.  From Cerro Artillería, there are no other buildings in “the plan” obstructing the 

view of the wall (fig. III).148  This figure shows the Ascensor Artillería, a funicular that 

takes you to a lookout point with panoramic views of the entire city, a series of 

restaurants and tchotchke stands for tourists and the Museo Naval y Marítimo.149  The 

decision to create the graffiti-mural in an area that is visible from many different parts of 

the city was strategic, equally for the graffiti authors who are seeking visibility as for the 

entities who are promoting graffiti as part of Valparaiso’s consumable culture. 

                                                 
147 Inti, interview with the author, January 3, 2011, Valparaiso, Chile. Transcribed and translated by the 
author. 
148 In English, Cerro Artillería mean Artillery Hill. 
149 According to the 2011, Rough Guide to South America on a Budget Ascensor Artillería is, “Extremely 
popular with visitors, this funicular rivals ascensor Barón for views.  It runs from Plaza Aduana up to Cerro 
Playa Ancha, and offers a beautiful panoramic view of the city and coastline with Viña del Mar in the 
distance.  The Museo Naval Marítimo is nearby.” “Valparaíso and Viña del Mar”, 430. In English, The 
Naval and Maritime Museum. 
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Whether they like it or not, in gaining a particular status and authorized, high 

visibility locations within the city, the strategy of these graffiti authors has aligned with 

those that promote the UNESCO world heritage city as a place of a unique and authentic 

culture that must be experienced, preserved and consumed. Both this Mural Gigante and 

the graffiti-murals all over the city are being marketed and sold as charming tourist 

attractions.  Ironically, what tourists eagerly consume as original and charming examples 

of “real” Valparaiso bohemia are the same signals of frustration and discord that de 

Certeau, Williams and Scott define as manifestations of processes of contestation and the 

tensions between the governing powers and the citizens.  
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Chapter 4 

Erasures and Re-inscriptions:  

Problematizing Graffiti’s Move to the White Box 

In this chapter I look at how graffiti is simultaneously being censored, rebranded 

and promoted as a domesticated and controlled cultural phenomena in Valparaiso.  

Because of this amorphous position within the public sphere, I question graffiti’s 

continued ability to participate as an anti-hegemonic voice through a thorough analysis of 

the institutionalization of grafite in São Paulo beginning in the late 1980’s, the Expo 

Graffiti Porteño and finally the 2008 and 2010 São Paulo biennials. 

TENSIONS RISE AND CONTRADICTIONS MOUNT 

In Valparaiso, graffiti’s ability to communicate as a language of resistance in the 

public sphere is complicated by the fact that some kinds of graffiti are being used as a 

signifier of culture within state sponsored cultural events.  From October 22nd through 

December 5th, 2010 the city of Valparaiso swelled with international visitors for the 

Forum Universal de las Culturas.150  As part of the Forum, the Casa América Catalunya 

and the Agencia Española de Cooperación Internacional para el Desarrollo (AECID), 

presented Laberinto de Miradas, a traveling exhibition of photography from 

Iberoamerica.151  The exhibition took place in the Valparaiso metro station, Estación 

Puerto at the patrimonial Palaza Sotomayor.152  At the entrance of the exhibition, two of 

LRM’s female graffiti figures greet the visitors (figs 4.1 & 4.2).  

                                                 
150 Universal Forum of Culture.  For more information about the Forum, please see the Forum Universal de 
las Culturas Valparaíso 2010 Website. <http://forum2010valparaiso.org/> 
151 For more information on this traveling exhibition and the various parts of the exhibit, please see the 
Laberinto de Miradas Website. <www.laberintodemiradas.net/> 
152 Estación Puerto mean Port Station in English, 
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 In the top center right of the entranceway into the metro station, the upper body 

of a blond woman—her face serene, her green-brown eyes looking wistfully past the right 

shoulder of the viewer—holds a bird in her hand (fig. 4.1).  Her violet face is blended and 

alternatively highlighted with deep fuchsias and sky blues that fade to orange. Soft 

yellow lines and flecks burst across her face and neck like baby fireworks.  The striking 

variations of colors are augmented by the empty spaces between the columns of the 

entranceway that frame her head. The dark black flowing lines that trace her shoulders 

are as free as the moving colors that make up her body.  Her giant, horizontal hand fits 

perfectly within the unique architectural space below the upper columns and above the 

lower pillars.  Her hand is enormous: the length from the base of her wrist to the tips of 

her sinewy fingers is the same as the distance from the top of her head to where her hand 

begins.   

In contrast, the other female figure to the right is small; her entire body fits easily 

within the horizontal frame that contains the other figure’s hand (fig. 4.2).  Rendered in 

black, white and varying shades of grey, the woman’s thin body lies on a sharp right 

diagonal from her head to her hips.  Her afro-like hair sprouts horizontally from the sides 

of her head into zigzagging cones that dissipate into the background.  Her emaciated face 

and neck are deeply shadowed.  She closes her eyes as her left arm crosses her body 

horizontally; the back of her large hand is turned vertically skyward. Her loose fitting 

dress is a pattern of light grey clouds against a charcoal background.  Both women are 

unconventionally beautiful.  Their imperfections make them all the more approachable 

and in an exhibition with some particularly difficult imagery, the peaceful faces are a 

pause from the “reality” of the photos. 

Within a state sponsored, international forum on culture, the choice to invite a 

local graffiti artist to paint the entrance would seem to be a strong statement about the 
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privileged position of graffiti within the city.  In fact, it appears that this inclusion might 

be part of a larger plan to co-opt graffiti in order to control it.  Around the same time that 

Laberinto de Miradas opened to the public on October 29th, an alleyway full of graffiti 

murals just off of Calle Serrano was completely erased.153  The paintings in the alleyway 

were characteristic of much of the graffiti within the city.  These graffiti caught your eye, 

beckoned you back and compelled you to take a longer look.  The graffiti in the alleyway, 

Almte Muñoz just off from the Calle Serrano, was produced prior to my arrival in the 

city.  The alleyway included works by Inti, LRM, Caos and many other authors whose 

work I am unfamiliar with.  It was bursting with color, a treasure nestled lovingly close to 

the vegetal shell of the Edificio Subercaseaux (figs. 4.3, 4.4, 4.5 & 4.6).  The works were 

diverse, including everything from Wild Style lettering (4.7), highly detailed figures and 

faces (fig. 4.8), and non-figurative color conglomerations. This entire alleyway full of 

images was unceremoniously erased (figs. 4.9 & 4.10).  The stark contrast between the 

colorful walls and the blanketing light blue color that replaced it can also trigger 

memories of when the murals of the BRP and other mural brigades were methodically 

whitewashed during the dictatorship: then their erasure was a signifier of the silencing of 

the nation. 

There are many logical reasons why these graffiti were erased without any 

additional significance.  Graffiti are inherently temporary; they are exposed to the natural 

elements, the pollution of the city, the eventual disintegration of the paint and wall and to 

other graffiti. It is only rational to assume that at some moment they will disappear.  

Maybe this was just the moment when these works were supposed to disappear. The 

graffiti authors themselves understand that their works will not last forever.  They value 

                                                 
153 I am not certain about the exact date that this was erased.  When I noticed it in last days of October or 
the first days of November it seemed freshly painted because it was not yet tagged with other graffiti.  
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the action of creating and the irreverence of putting your personal expression within the 

public sphere.  Maybe this erasure was more significant to me, the wandering observer, 

saddened by the loss of one of my favorite landmarks in the Barrio Puerto than it was to 

any of the authors.  Yet it does seem significant that at the very moment that the city will 

be in the international spotlight for the Forum Universal de las Culturas, one of the most 

boisterous graffiti in the historic district is erased as another, more tranquil and demure is 

commissioned in the exhibition space just blocks away.  In light of the concurrent 

erasures, the graffiti in the entrance of Laberinto de Miradas does seem to promote 

authorized graffiti.  Here, graffiti is re-inscribed as a docile, beautiful accent in the city 

and its position as an active part of Valparaiso’s culture is denied.   It seems that the 

cultural organizations have had to make a distinction between what is graffiti-as-

vandalism and what is graffiti-as-art.  By divorcing the aesthetic graffiti from the openly 

discordant writings or vandalism, the government has created a hierarchy of who can be 

seen and heard in the public sphere. Inviting graffiti into the gallery spaces parallel to a 

large-scale erasure in the public sphere indicates that graffiti has a space as an obedient, 

regulated intervention.  

As governmental and cultural power centers are silencing the images, they are 

also purposefully creating a rift between what is acceptable graffiti and what is not.  The 

decision to include graffiti-as-art within the context of a cultural institution rather than 

marginalize all graffiti has given lawmakers an advantage.  By promoting the graffiti-as-

art and white washing the graffiti-as-vandalism, they are driving a rift between the two 

and fostering divisive and unproductive dialogue about what should be allowed in the 

public sphere.  In his article about the contradictions surrounding the laws about graffiti 

in Valparaiso, Sebastián Sepúlveda Manterola asserts that the municipal government has 

become the arbiter of what is art and what is not based on what is being painted over and 
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what is allowed to remain in the zones of cultural patrimony.  What remains, is in effect, 

authorized by the authorities.154  Manterola writes, “Why give the status of “artists” to the 

privileged people who create their work in the patrimonial zone attaching themselves to 

that legitimacy and historical and cultural significance and stigmatize others as 

vandals?”155  The author points out that a façade from the 19th century marked with a 

contemporary painting—whether it is graffiti-as-vandalism or graffiti-as-art—is still 

altered from its original historical character.  He poses the question; if law enforcement 

and congressmen are interested in maintaining cultural and historical authenticity, why 

allow one type of graffiti but not the other?156   

While he makes an excellent point that any mark upon the patrimonial buildings 

is indeed altering the historicity of the building, it seems that he is unaware that the 

“privileged artists” have taken these coveted sites of historical and cultural significance 

over time with the same tactics as vandal graffiti.  In fact, many (although not all) of the 

authors who have shown their work in galleries and appropriated locations of high 

visibility for their craft within the patrimonial sectors, had their beginnings on the vandal 

side of graffiti.  Tags and irreverent or offensive words are often the very reasons why 

these more “artistic” or “mural-like” works are able to flourish in the city.  Manterola is 

correct in his assertion that these graffiti authors who are creating works within the zones 

of cultural patrimony are attaching themselves to the legitimacy of the UNESCO 

                                                 
154 Sebastián Sepúlveda Manterola, “Grafitis vandálicos y murales artísticos: Contradicciones de la política 
patrimonial porteña,” El Martutno. October 6, 2011, accessed Oct. 18, 2011, 
http://www.elmartutino.cl/noticia/sociedad/grafitis-vandalicos-y-murales-artisticos-contradicciones-de-la-
politica-patrimonial 
155 “¿Por qué darle el status de “artistas” a algunos privilegiados que hacen sus obras en la zona 
patrimonial vinculándose a toda su legitimidad, carga histórica y cultural y estigmatizar a otros como 
vandálicos?” Manterola, “Grafitis vandálicos y murales artísticos: Contradicciones de la política 
patrimonial porteña,” Translated by Amethyst Beaver.  
156 Manterola, “Grafitis vandálicos y murales artísticos: Contradicciones de la política patrimonial 
porteña.”  
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designation, but maybe he is unaware that they are also being manipulated and twisted to 

promote the tourism of their city that they are protesting against.  The aesthetic works 

that are allowed to remain are, in some respects, authorized. That is until the time when 

they too are painted over.  

THE TRIUMPH OF GOVERNMENT AND THE DOMESTICATION OF GRAFFITI 

 São Paulo 

So then the question becomes, what happens when graffiti in the public sphere is 

“approved” by the state and given legitimacy and sponsorship within state regulated 

spaces?  Neil Schelcht notes that the graffiti in São Paulo in the mid to late 1980’s was 

domesticated from a subcultural outcry to an institutionalized phenomenon promoted by 

the state.157  In his article on the institutionalization of grafite in São Paulo, Schlect 

credits the Brazilian media with making graffiti palatable and understandable, inscribing 

graffiti as art and its practitioners as geniuses.158  The media’s positive spin on graffiti 

and the graffiti authors’ subsequent rise to celebrity inscribed graffiti not only as official 

culture but as avant-garde art.159  Schlecht notes that from these positions as cultural 

icons, graffiti authors soon found themselves embraced by politicians and their graffiti 

legalized and promoted.  In 1987, São Paulo City Hall made an agreement with the 

grafiteiros with a promise to alter the law 10.315/87 (which regulated public filth) by 

outlining appropriate locations for graffiti and designating and endorsing grafite as 

                                                 
157 Neil Schlecht, “Resistance and Appropriation in Brazil: How the Media and “Official Culture” 
Institutionalized São Paulo’s Grafite,”Studies in Latin American Popular Culture. Vol. 14, 1995, 40. 
158 Schlecht uses the Portuguese word grafite to signify the graffiti that is more akin to street art.  He 
differentiate grafite from other the graffiti writing or pichação, Pichação is a particular style of graffiti 
from São Paulo. Please see the glossary for a list of terms. Schlecht, “Resistance and Appropriation in 
Brazil: How the Media and “Official Culture” Institutionalized São Paulo’s Grafite,” 43, 46. 
159 Schlecht, “Resistance and Appropriation in Brazil: How the Media and “Official Culture” 
Institutionalized São Paulo’s Grafite,” 43-44. 
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something distinct from the “filth” of the city, pichação.160  From this position political 

entities were not only allowed to decide what was art, but also they were making a value 

judgment on what was an acceptable voice in the public sphere.   

 While not all of the graffiti authors in São Paulo were invited to sign the City 

Hall’s agreement and some abstained from attending, Schlecht notes that one who did 

sign the agreement presented conflicting opinions about this new designation.  Schlecht 

writes,  

John Howard also had agreed to government authorization, arguing that ‘it is the 
responsibility of the public administration to value, permit, stimulate, preserve 
and provide all possible support [to public art].’ Yet he maintained: ‘However, 
demarcation of space makes it impossible to do grafite. Grafite is an expression 
beyond the bounds of permissible space.’161  

It seems that the São Paulo graffiti authors found themselves in a contradictory position; 

they wanted support from the government (including access to state financial resources) 

however they did not want the government to demarcate spaces where graffiti was 

permissible because that would bastardize the “true expression” of graffiti. Yet if the 

government supports graffiti and allows them unrestricted access to any space in the 

public sphere, then the government has authorized all spaces, making graffiti not part of 

the counterculture, but rather part of the dominant culture.  This was not the case in São 

Paulo: City Hall did not authorize graffiti everywhere, yet by authorizing grafite in some 

places, it effectively made the graffiti created within those spaces vacuous.  In this case 

by succumbing to state authorization the graffiti authors are also negated the power of 

their voice as a form of dissent.  Once you cede to the seduction of legitimacy, your 

words become owned and controlled by the state. Here, the original strategies of 
                                                 
160 Schlecht, “Resistance and Appropriation in Brazil: How the Media and “Official Culture” 
Institutionalized São Paulo’s Grafite,” 55. 
161 Schlecht, “Resistance and Appropriation in Brazil: How the Media and “Official Culture” 
Institutionalized São Paulo’s Grafite,” 55. 
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simultaneously appropriating and being co-opted by the media and political powers have 

silenced grafite’s ability to speak as an alternative opinion to those of the people in 

power.  Thus, in São Paulo, pichação, a more irreverent and incendiary form of 

expression, has become the outlet for marginalized views.  

Valparaiso 

In 2010, Valparaiso was confronting what São Paulo grafiteiros problematized 

twenty-three years earlier.  How do you gain visibility and support for graffiti within the 

public sphere while maintaining a distance from the cultural and state machines that 

confer legitimacy?  In particular, it is interesting to analyze the repercussions of the Expo 

Graffiti Porteño’s exhibition within the Consejo Nacional de la Cultura y las Artes 

(CNCA).  As I have mentioned earlier, the Expo consisted of four parts and was created 

with the very clear intention of highlighting the corporality of the medium and the 

importance of graffiti within the context of the unique space of Valparaiso.162  

Throughout the exhibition, the organizers maintained that the essence of graffiti belongs 

in the streets and they were clearly conscientious of the problematic nature of trying to 

exhibit graffiti within the confines of a gallery.  The fact that three of the four parts of the 

show took place outside—the workshops, gigantic graffiti-mural and the graffiti meeting 

explained in the previous chapter—is evidence of their interest in distancing themselves 

from the trap of simply exhibiting spray painted canvases within a gallery space.  While 

the organizers did achieve their goals in presenting the materiality of graffiti and they 

successfully and strategically won authorized space in highly visible public spaces, I 

argue that because the Expo Graffiti Porteño garnered legitimacy through the official 

voice of the state, its presence within the public sphere as an alternative voice was highly 

                                                 
162 Graffiti Porteño. http://vimeo.com/12322375 
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diminished.  Moreover, I argue that because the organizers presented the Expo within 

CNCA and were authorized to paint the Mural Gigante and conduct the “graffiti 

meeting” within the public sphere, their past and previous unauthorized works cease to 

carry the potential to speak critically of those dominant powers that are authorizing them.  

The Consejo Nacional de la Cultura y las Artes (CNCA) is in charge of 

implementing the Chilean government’s public policies for cultural development.163  The 

Director of CNCA is the Chilean Minister of Culture and is chosen by the President as 

part of his/her cabinet of advisors.  In addition offering opportunities for individuals and 

groups to apply for funding for art and cultural projects, CNCA also presents shows in 

their CENTEX gallery spaces in Valparaiso.  Although CNCA is part of the Chilean 

government, it is difficult to determine to what extent the curatorial choices are 

representative of the government’s public policies.  It is also important to note that the 

Expo took place just over two months after the conservative government of Sebastián 

Piñera took power in Chile.164  With the change in government came a change in 

directors at CNCA.  This show was planned many months prior to the governmental and 

directorial changeover and while it is impossible to ascertain whether a show like the 

Expo Graffiti Porteño would have been endorsed under the new directorship in CNCA, it 

is clear that closing the show would have been more complicated than simply allowing it 

to take place. 

All the same, the Expo was, if only symbolically, canonized as part of Chilean 

culture and art within the government space of the CENTEX gallery.  With the Expo’s 

acceptance into the official narratives it ceased to fulfill its countercultural position of 
                                                 
163 Consejo Nacional de la Cultura y las Artes website. 
http://www.consejodelacultura.cl/portal/index.php?page=seccion&seccion=865 
164 Piñera was inaugurated as President on March 11 of 2010. It was under Piñera’s government that 
Godoy Ibáñez constructed the draft of the law outlining proposed monetary sanctions and restrictive 
policies regarding the sale and distribution of aerosol paints.    
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articulating a tension between the people and the state.  By gaining official authorization 

and funding from a state organization, they have effectively removed the “pretty” graffiti 

from the public sphere as a form of debate; it is no longer a democratic contestation, but 

rather a visual representation of the hierarchy of what voices are allowed to speak. With 

the official stamp and funding from the state, graffiti-murals could easily shift into a 

position of cultural ambassador and commercial promoter of Valparaiso as a liberal, 

bohemian, vibrantly colored UNESCO world heritage tourist destination. The gravest 

danger of graffiti’s positive recognition by the systems of power is the potential for co-

optation by those same systems; it can easily be twisted and distorted to speak for the 

ruling powers. What remains are the works that subtly (as in the case of Tsunami), 

violently (in the case of Fin a la ley antiterrorista) and persistently (in the case of tags) 

present themselves as a voice apart.  The “pretty stuff” could not exist without its ugly 

sister but they exist on a continuum and often come into conflict with each other.  The 

graffiti-murals will continue to strategically gain ground and space within the city while 

the tags, bombs and throw-ups incite a different dialogue.  They both must exist because 

that is what the public sphere demands—participation from everyone. The question 

becomes what happens if these tags and vandal graffiti are also accepted as cultural 

manifestations and invited into the proverbial white box? 

Returning to São Paulo: The 2008 and 2010 Biennials 

 In 2008, the 28th Biennial of São Paulo, Em vivo contato, sought to question the 

place of art biennials as contemporary artists’ launch pads into the world of art 

commodities.165  The curators, Ivo Mesquita and Ana Paula Cohen, expressly left the 

                                                 
165 In English, Em vivo contato translates to In living contact. 
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second floor of the grand modernist art museum empty for “reflective pause.”166  They 

called it the “Planta Livre” (“Open Plan”) and sought to draw attention to the architecture 

and utilize this as a space where “intuition and reason will find fertile soil to highlight the 

powers of imagination and invention.”167  The curators also choose to leave the ground 

floor open as a “public square”—a place for “meetings, confrontations, frictions” and a 

series of performances and other interactive events.168  Resoundingly criticized, the 

biennial was decried a complete disaster.169   While many might have been disappointed 

with a cultural institution making value judgments on the superficiality of the 

contemporary art market, another group snatched the opportunity to make a statement on 

the empty stage.  On October 26, 2008, the opening night of the biennial, a group of 

around forty pichadores entered the gallery and all simultaneously began spraying their 

characteristic enigmatic letters on the empty walls of the museum.170  While only one 

pichador, Caroline Pivetta da Mota, was apprehended in the blitzkrieg attack on the 

established art institution, the incident triggered an intense conversation about pichação 

in Brazil, the limits of contemporary art and what the curators were expecting to transpire 

                                                 
166 Manoel Francisco Pires da Costa, “Forward,” Guide to the 28a Bienal de São Paulo “In Living 
Contact.” Curators Ivo Mesquita and Ana Paula Cohen (São Paulo: Fundação Bienal de São Paulo, 2008), 
14. 
167 The “Open Plan” refers to one of Le Corbusier’s five points of architecture which he developed in 
1926.  It essentially calls attention to the fact that walls are no longer needed for support because of 
reinforced concrete and the use of pilotis (columns, pillars or stilts). Ivo Mesquita and Ana Paula Cohen, 
“Introduction,” Guide to the 28a Bienal de São Paulo “In Living Contact.” Curators Ivo Mesquita and Ana 
Paula Cohen (São Paulo: Fundação Bienal de São Paulo, 2008), 20. 
168 Ivo Mesquita and Ana Paula Cohen, “Introduction,” Guide to the 28a Bienal de São Paulo “In Living 
Contact.” Curators Ivo Mesquita and Ana Paula Cohen (São Paulo: Fundação Bienal de São Paulo, 2008), 
18. 
169 Fabio Cypriano, “28a Bienal de São Paulo naufraga em seu vazio.” Folha de S. Paulo. November 29, 
2008, accessed November 6, 2011, http://www1.folha.uol.com.br/folha/ilustrada/ult90u473085.shtml. 
170 A pichador is someone who does pichação.  Pichação is a distinctly Brazilian form of graffiti writing 
that rose to prominence in the 1980’s in São Paulo.  Please see glossary for complete definitions.Camilia 
Molina, “Bienal sofre ataque de 40 pichadores no dia da abertura.” Estadão.com.br. October 26, 2008, 
accessed November 7, 2011. http://www.estadao.com.br/noticias/arteelazer,bienal-sofre-ataque-de-40-
pichadores-no-dia-da-abertura,267070,0.htm. 
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within these spaces.171  Cohen and Mesquita were clearly not anticipating this dynamic 

participation in their empty biennial but it seems that the space did indeed conjure the 

frictions and contacts that they professed to engage. 

The indecipherable signs of pichação cover São Paulo like a second skin (fig. 

4.11).  The signature graffiti of the Brazilian megacity reaches from the street to the tops 

of towering buildings (figs. 4.12 & 4.13).  François Chastanet notes that the significance 

of these tags lies not in what we can decipher in the code, but rather in the ways in which 

they were produced.172 Pichadores are seeking the highest heights, the most difficult 

places and the greatest visibility.  Many times they stand on each other’s shoulders 

reaching three or four people high (fig. 4.14).  They scale buildings, climb out of 

windows and lower themselves down from rooftops with rope (fig. 4.15).  The unique 

calligraphy is based on capital letters derived from Fraktur, Runic and Etruscan scripts 

and Chastanet notes that these styles were most likely appropriated from the logos on the 

record sleeves of heavy metal bands like AC/DC and Iron Maiden (fig. 4.16).173  From 

these historical typographies, the death-defying authors liberate the letters from their rigid 

forms and bring them to life in a manual, hybrid style.174  According to Alexandre 

Barbosa Pereira, many of the young people creating the marks consider pichação a form 

of protest, although few can articulate what they are protesting against.175  While some 

are trying to show that there are problems with society and protest their lack of 

                                                 
171 Diógenes Muniz, “’Me identifico com o vazio’, diz jovem presa por pichar Bienal. ” Folha Online. 
December 5, 2008, accessed November 6, 2011, 
http://www1.folha.uol.com.br/folha/ilustrada/ult90u475414.shtml.  
172 François Chastanet, Pixação: São Paulo Signature. (Toulouse, France: XG Press, 2007), 234. 
173 François Chastanet, Pixação: São Paulo Signature. (Toulouse, France: XG Press, 2007), 247. 
174 Chastanet, Pixação: São Paulo Signature, 247. 
175 Alexandre Barbosa Pereira, “As marcas da cidade: a dinâmica da pixação em São Paulo,” Lua Nova: 
Revista de Cultura e Política 79 (2010): 153, accessed November 9, 2011. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0102-64452010000100007  
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opportunities, others use these as justification for their actions.176  Some pichação is 

more political stating “I will only stop making tags when the politicians stop robbing.”177 

Whether or not the pichadores know which power structure they are contesting, pichação 

remains a visually and socially aggressive inscription of dissent. 

Now, it seems that art institutions are quick to incorporate anything that pushes up 

against them.  Whether or not the pichadores were intending for this to be seen as a form 

of institutional critique, the attack on the biennial and the criticisms it levied against the 

São Paulo art world were taken seriously by the curators of the subsequent São Paulo 

biennial.  In 2010, the curators Agnaldo Farias and Moacir dos Anjos conceived of the 

29th São Paulo Biennial, Há sempre um copo de mar para um homem navegar, as a 

discursive platform to put its visitors in touch with the politics of art.178  One of the stars 

of the show was pichação,179 complete with a video of the 2008 biennial opening when 

the pichadores entered the show and began writing on the walls, photographic 

documentation by Choque Photos, Cripta Djan, Rafael Pixobomb and collection of 

individual pichadores’ tags.  Similar to the organizers of the Expo Graffiti Porteño, the 

curators were not seeking to simply transfer a graphic representation of pichação to the 

gallery space.  The catalogue states,  

As something considered by its practitioners to be simultaneously art and political 
comment, to include pixação in the institutional space of the Bienal as a mere 

                                                 
176 Pereira, “As marcas da cidade: a dinâmica da pixação em São Paulo,” 153. 
177 “Só paro de pixar quando os políticos pararem de roubar.” Pereira, “As marcas da cidade: a dinâmica 
da pixação em São Paulo,” 153. Translated by Amethyst Beaver. 
178 In English, the title of the Biennial is There is always a cup of sea to sail in.  Catalogue of the 29th 
Bienal de São Paulo: There is always a cup of sea to sail in.  Curators Agnaldo Farias and Moacir dos 
Anjos.  (São Paulo: Fundação Bienal de São Paulo, 2010), 19-20. 
179 The Catalogue notes that they are using the word pixação (spelt with and x) in order to distinguish it 
from the more politically bent pichação (spelt with a ch).  Throughout my research, this is the first mention 
of a different intention based on how it is spelled.  In all other references pichação and pixação have been 
used interchangeably.  In fact, many of the Brazilian articles I have read use the ch spelling instead of the x 
spelling. 



 83 

graphic expression, mimicking its presence in the streets, would be to deprive it of 
its originality and transgressive power, which is why we have chosen instead to 
feature it in photographs, videos, and tag collections.180 

The choice to include pichação in documentary form calls our attention to the fact that 

the original pichação is absent; it had been recorded and then summarily erased. The 

documentary photos, art images themselves, depict the act of pichação in the streets.  

Instead of falling into the trap of exhibiting graffiti canvases or paintings on the wall the 

curators have fallen into another quandary—that of documenting and keeping their hands 

clean by announcing up front that they cannot display “real” graffiti. 

Ultimately, this is true: there is no way to exhibit graffiti-as-protest within a 

gallery space.  Graffiti, if it is an alternative transcript, must be created within the public 

sphere in the open space outside.  But, presenting it as documentation similarly moves the 

street into the gallery (as photographs) and strips the act of creating pichação of its 

“transgressive power.”  Merely entering the museum space as an invited guest strips 

graffiti and pichação of their role as expressions of dissent, resistance and 

insubordination.   It is being authorized within the gallery spaces—but this does not mean 

that it has garnered legitimacy in the public sphere.  Presenting graffiti in any form is an 

acknowledgement by the authority that it exists and signaling that it is important enough 

to display on the walls. Yet, they fail to address the reasons for why it is made or the 

reality of how it is made.  By depicting pichação through “documentation” they have 

made it a specimen to be dissected and understood in a white box; they have taken their 

curatorial tweezers and carefully lifted the aesthetics of an action as a representation of a 

whole. 

                                                 
180 Catalogue of the 29th Bienal de São Paulo: There is always a cup of sea to sail in.  Curators Agnaldo 
Farias and Moacir dos Anjos.  (São Paulo: Fundação Bienal de São Paulo, 2010), 147. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

Valparaiso is a city that is easily and quickly beloved by the youthful travelers 

who see the different color houses and the painted walls and think that it must be an oasis 

of graffiti.  In some ways, it is indeed that.  But Valparaiso is also an incredibly complex 

city plagued by poverty and dependent on an economy of international tourism.  

Compounded by the unclear laws and politics surrounding the UNESCO world heritage 

designation, it is an urban center brimming with tension.  On one hand, the city is 

dependent on tourism because of the government privatization of the port industry and 

survives today in large part because of its new postmodern commerce.  On the other 

hand, the rules surrounding the UNESCO designation and the city’s preservation render it 

difficult for Valparaiso to develop and evolve into anything other than a colorful tourist 

destination. Within this time capsule, graffiti signals an alternative opinion in the public 

sphere.  The hidden or silenced transcripts of dissension manifest as the infrapolitics and 

tactics of graffiti.  By their very presence in the public sphere, graffiti—as image and as 

text—act as the expression of unmediated opinions of the voiceless and powerless. 

Through Raymond Williams’ definition of culture, we can understand this tension and 

the articulation of this friction to be the constantly fluctuating culture of Valparaiso.  The 

tactics and strategies used to disseminate that culture have allowed graffiti to find a 

tenuous, if ever present existence in the city.  As illustrated via the outing with LRM and 

El Odio in the Barrio Puerto, tactics have become a strategy for finding spaces for graffiti 

within the city.   

Graffiti is extremely personal and completely dependent on the individual and 

his/her reasons for choosing to engage in it.  By listening to the practitioners’ reasons and 

experiences, we see the person behind the calligraphic alias or the painted faces.  As the 

individual authors tactically align to produce a forceful graffiti movement, they have 
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paradoxically put themselves and their graffiti in a position where it could be usurped and 

used for the purposes of promoting Valparaiso as a hip, bohemian site of authentic, 

consumable culture.  

At its core, graffiti is a written signal of disaccord.  It is a visual scream for 

attention in the public sphere.  It is a protest.  Graffiti’s move to the gallery space 

inherently places it within a hierarchy of who is permitted to speak and who is allowed to 

see it.  Only the people who venture into the gallery space can see the works, and 

likewise only the few who are invited to paint in the gallery have a voice.  There is also 

the issue of what that voice has the power to say.  If it is authorized by the government, 

then it cannot be critical of the power source that supports it.  Or, if it professes to be 

critical we then must ask, to what end are the political or economic powers using this 

supposed opposition to their benefit?  By looking at both the grafite and the pichação in 

São Paulo, we can see how this converstation is still in play.  By exploring graffiti in São 

Paulo as a parallel to graffiti in Valparaiso and the Expo Graffiti Porteño, I hoped to 

problematize the practice of delineating graffiti into categories of art verses vandalism.  

This distinction is clearly polemical and divisive, as seen via the pending anti-graffiti 

legislation and furthermore obscures the anti-hegemonic significance of all and any 

graffiti within the public sphere.  Ultimately graffiti’s inclusion into the institutional 

fabric weakens its power to effectively subvert and contest these power structures 

through alternative dialogues in the public sphere.  Graffiti belongs to the streets and can 

only exist as a language of dissent without political or cultural authorization. 
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Appendix A: Figures 

 

Figure I. Tamara Stubby’s intervention, Todo su tiempo es libre.  Välparaíso: 
INterVENCIONES.  Photograph by Amethyst Beaver.  March 2010. 

 

Figure II. Faces. Graffiti by Smokey and Shalak Attack.  Photograph by Amethyst 
Beaver.  May 2010.  
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Figure III. View of Mural Gigante from Cerro Artilleria. Photograph by Astro.  Expo 
Graffiti Porteño Website. 
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Figure IV. Mural Gigante. Graffiti by Inti, Hesoe, Saile, LRM. Photograph by Astro.  Expo Graffiti Porteño Website. 
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Figure V. Tree close-up of the Mural Gigante. Photograph by Astro.  Expo Graffiti 
Porteño Website.   

 

Figure VI.  Installation view of Acción Efímero Transitorio by La Robot de Madera 
(LRM). Photograph by Astro.  Expo Graffiti Porteño Website.
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Figure VII. Tsunami. Avenida Alemania. CharquiPunk, TOMBO, LRM, Caos, El Odio, Asie.  Photograph by Amethyst 
Beaver. December 2010.  
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Figure VIII.  Fin a la ley antiterrorista. Calle Condell. Palaza Anibal Pinto. Graffiti writers unknown. Photograph by 
Amethyst Beaver. September 2010.    
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Figure 1.1. Map of the designated UNESCO sites. Created with Scribble Maps. 
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Figure 1.2.  Edificio Subercaseaux on Calle Serrano. Photograph by Giusela Munita. This 
photograph was part of an installation at the Museo Contemporáneo, Quinta 
Normal in Santiago Chile. <http://tallerguiselamunita.blogspot.com/> 

 

Figure 1.3.  Estado Vegetal.  Photograph and intervention by Giusela Munita. Photograph 
of intervention in the Edificio Subercaseaux on Calle Serrano for the 
Välparaíso: INterVENCIONES.. <http://tallerguiselamunita.blogspot.com/> 
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Figure 1.4. Photograph of the Intervention Estado Vegetal. Edificio Subercaseaux on 
Calle Serrano.  Photograph by Amethyst Beaver. April 14th, 2010. 

 

Figure 1.5. Photograph of the video installation at the Centro de Estudios para el 
Desarrollo Urbando Contemporáneo.  Photograph by Amethyst Beaver.  
March 2010. 
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Figure 1.6. Photograph of the video installation at the Centro de Estudios para el 
Desarrollo Urbando Contemporáneo.  Photograph by Amethyst Beaver.  
March 2010. 
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Figure 2.1 Tags. Avenida Yerbas Buenas, Valparaiso. Graffiti writers unknown. 
Photograph by Amethyst Beaver. November 2010. 



 97 

 

Figure 2.2. Detail of Tsunami. Avenida Alemania. CharquiPunk, TOMBO, LRM, Asie.  
Photograph by Amethyst Beaver. December 2010.  
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Figure 2.3. Detail of Tsunami. Avenida Alemania. CharquiPunk, TOMBO, LRM, Caos, El Odio, Asie.  Photograph by 
Amethyst Beaver. December 2010. 
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Figure 2.4. Detail of Tsunami. Avenida Alemania. CharquiPunk, TOMBO, Caos, El Odio.  Photograph by Amethyst Beaver. 
December 2010.
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Figure 2.5. Alleyway. Between Baquedano and Avenida Colon near Cerro Monjas. 
Photograph by Amethyst Beaver. August 2010.    

 

Figure 2.6. Staircase through a front porch. View from the Avenida Alemania. 
Photograph by Amethyst Beaver. May 2010. 
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Figure 2.7.  One-way street.  Calle Siete on Cerro Monjas. Photograph by Amethyst 
Beaver. May 2010.
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Figure 2.8. Pez en Mano. LRM and Caos. Calle Bufon and Baquedano. Photograph by Amethyst Beaver. May 2010. 
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Figure 2.9. Face and letters on Calle Serrano. Face by LRM, pink letters by El Odio. Photograph by Amethyst Beaver. May 
2010. 
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Figure 2.10. Barrio Puerto. Graffiti by LRM and El Odio. Photograph by Amethyst Beaver. May 2010.
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Figure 3.1. Fish Cart West side (Before). Subida Ecuador. Photograph by Amethyst 
Beaver. August 2010. 

 

Figure 3.2. Fish Cart East side (Before). Subida Ecuador. Photograph by Amethyst 
Beaver. August 2010. 
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Figure 3.3. Fish Cart North side (Before). Subida Ecuador. Photograph by Amethyst 
Beaver. August 2010.
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Figure 3.4. Fish Cart East side (After). Graffiti by El Odio, CharquiPunk and KOA. Subida Ecuador. Photograph by Amethyst 
Beaver. August 2010. 
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Figure 3.5. Fish Cart West side (After). Graffiti by LRM and Gigi. Subida Ecuador. Photograph by Amethyst Beaver. August 
2010. 
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Figure 3.6. Image of Valparaíso from CharquiPunk’s sketchbook.  Street Sketchbook. Photograph by the artist. 
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Figure 3.7. Aranda Underpass after the intervention. Graffiti by Gigi, Asie, Caos, and Zade. Villa Alemana. Photograph by 
Amethyst Beaver. November 2010. 
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Figure 3.8. Aranda Underpass after the intervention. Graffiti by Gigi, Asie, Caos, and 
Zade. Villa Alemana. Photograph by Amethyst Beaver. November 2010. 
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Figure 3.9.  Pachamama. Aranda Underpass after the intervention. Graffiti by Gigi. Villa 
Alemana. Photograph by Amethyst Beaver. November 2010.
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Figure 3.10. Chile. Aranda Underpass after the intervention. Graffiti letters by Zade. Villa Alemana. Photograph by Amethyst 
Beaver. November 2010. 
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Figure 3.11. Detail of Mural Gigante. Figure by Saile. Photograph by Astro.  Expo Graffiti Porteño Website. 
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Figure 3.12. Left portion of Mural Gigante.  Figures by Inti.  Photograph by Amethyst Beaver. August 2010. 
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Figure 3.13. Detail of Mural Gigante.  Figures by Inti. Photograph by Astro.  Expo Graffiti Porteño Website. 
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Figure 3.14. Le isole galleggianti deli uros. One of the floating islands of the Uros people in Lake Titicaca. Photograph by 
Antonio Romei (mat56) from his flickr photostream.
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Figure 3.15. Fantastical character at the base of the tree in the Mural Gigante. Photograph 
by Astro.  Expo Graffiti Porteño Website.   
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Figure 4.1.  Laberinto de Miradas Entrance. Graffiti by La Robot de Madera (LRM).  
Estación Puerto. Photograph by Amethyst Beaver. November 2010.  
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Figure 4.2.  Laberinto de Miradas Entrance. Graffiti by La Robot de Madera (LRM).  Estación Puerto. Photograph by 
Amethyst Beaver. November 2010.   
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Figure 4.3. Almte. Muñoz West wall detail (Before). Graffiti by LRM and Caos. Date of Graffiti intervention unknown. 
Photograph by Amethyst Beaver. May 2010.  
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Figure 4.4. Almte. Muñoz West wall detail (Before). Graffiti by LRM. Date of Graffiti intervention unknown. Photograph by 
Amethyst Beaver. May 2010.
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Figure 4.5. Almte Muñoz East wall (Before). Graffiti by Inti. Date of graffiti intervention 
unknown. Photograph by Amethyst Beaver.  May 2010. 
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Figure 4.6. Almte Muñoz East Wall (Before). Graffti in the recess by LRM. Date of 
graffiti intervention unknown. Photograph by Amethyst Beaver. May 2010.  
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Figure 4.7. Wildstyle. Almte. Muñoz West Wall detail (Before). Graffiti author unknown. Date of Graffiti intervention 
unknown. Photograph by Amethyst Beaver. May 2010. 
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Figure 4.8. Almte. Muñoz West wall detail (Before). Graffiti authors unknown. Date of 
Graffiti intervention unknown. Photograph by Amethyst Beaver. May 2010. 



 127 

 

Figure 4.9. Almte. Muñoz East wall (After). Date of erasure unknown. Photograph by 
Amethyst Beaver. October/November 2010.  
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Figure 4.10. Almte Muñoz East wall and recess (After). Date of erasure unknown. Photograph by Amethyst Beaver.  
October/November 2010.
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Figure. 4.11. São Paulo, 2004. Photograph by François Chastanet. 
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Figure. 4.12.  Pixação. São Paulo, 2004. Photograph by François Chastanet. 
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Figure. 4.13. Pixação. São Paulo, 2004. Photograph by François Chastanet. 
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Figure. 4.14 Pixação. Bienal Documentation.  Photograph by SURRA rudá, SEM 
MEDO, juca, COMA wil. 2007. 

 

Figure. 4.15 Pixação. Bienal Documentation.  Photograph by ANTBOYS duda. 2007. 
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Figure 4.16  AC/DC cover art. 
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Appendix B: 

 Proyecto de Ley 

Establece sanciones a quienes vendan o suministren recipientes 
de pintura en aerosol a menores de dieciocho años y dispone 

medidas para su almacenamiento y expendio. 
 
 
FUNDAMENTOS: 
 

- El graffiti podría definirse como una serie de inscripciones o signos 
anónimos dibujados o pintados en paredes de o espacios públicos y 
privados, los que pueden tener un fin artístico, social, delictivo, o 
simplemente de atestiguar la presencia de su autor en un lugar 
determinado. 
 

- Durante los últimos años, el graffiti ha proliferado en las calles de 
nuestro país, afectando la propiedad pública y privada con los 
consecuentes costos que ello conlleva a los municipios, al gobierno 
central y a los particulares.  
 

- En nuestro país, la Ilustre Municipalidad de Valparaíso, gasta cerca de 
quinientos millones anuales en recuperación de patrimonio. 
Asimismo, la ciudad de La Serena gasta solo por concepto de 
reparación de las estatuas pintadas, unos diez millones de pesos. A 
ello, habría de agregarle  otro costo difícil de cuantificar y que se 
refiere al natural deterioro que experimentará una pieza que es 
intervenida una y otra vez. 

 
- Estadísticas señalan que quienes mas incurren en esta conducta son 

menores de edad, los que incluso sufren severos daños a su salud por 
las partículas toxicas que aspiran sin tomar las precauciones 
necesarias. Esto incluso puede traducirse en adicciones, con el 
consecuente daño personal, familiar y social. 
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- Nuestro ordenamiento jurídico, si bien no tipifica específicamente un 

delito que reprima el graffiti, si son perseguibles mediante la figura 
del delito de daños. Estos incluso podrían adquirir el carácter de 
calificados a partir de la propiedad dañada. 
 

- Estudios han indicado que el graffiti es inconveniente socialmente 
por cuanto envía un mensaje de indiferencia gubernamental ante la 
delincuencia. En este sentido, se reduce la sensación de seguridad 
ciudadana, y suele asociarse a la proliferación de otros ilícitos. Sin ir 
más lejos, el lumpen ha confeccionado un verdadero sistema de 
códigos a partir de los símbolos que suelen dibujarse en el exterior 
de los hogares, con información relevante para la perpetración de 
delitos. Asimismo, las pandillas utilizan al graffiti como una manera 
de dejar sus marcas en los lugares donde perpetran sus delitos, como 
alarde de los crímenes cometidos o de las armas que portan.  
 

- De esta manera, y con miras a combatir las consecuencias 
económicas y delictivas que el graffiti genera, en algunos estados de 
Estados Unidos, se ha implementado la política de venta 
responsable. "La venta responsable" es una combinación de 
actividades dentro del establecimiento para reducir el hurto de 
instrumentos potenciales para el graffiti, y para prohibir la venta de 
pintura en aerosol a menores de edad.  
 

- Esta es una manera de combatir un ilícito, no con la política simplista 
de aumentar penas o reducir beneficios, sino más bien buscando 
elementos que permitan que al grafitero se le complique 
sustancialmente la adquisición de pintura en aerosol. Por otro lado, 
facilitaría al Ministerio Publico y a las policías, la investigación de 
ilícitos relacionados. 
 

- Quienes firmamos el presente proyecto, apoyamos las diversas 
manifestaciones artísticas, dentro de las cuales, a nuestro entender, 
se podría enmarcar el pintado de muros con aerosol u otro tipo de 
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pinturas. Sin embargo, cuando ello se lleva a cabo en propiedad 
pública o privada, sin el consentimiento del dueño o de quien 
administra dichos bienes, deriva en vandalismo. 
 
 

 
Por lo anterior, venimos en proponer el siguiente: 
 
 
 
 

PROYECTO DE LEY. 
 
Artículo 1°: El que vendiere o suministrare a cualquier titulo, directamente 
o por interpósita persona, recipientes de pintura en aerosol a menores de 
dieciocho años, será sancionado con multa de diez a veinte unidades 
tributarias mensuales.  
En caso de reincidencia la sanción será una multa de veinte unidades 
tributarias mensuales, y para el evento de persistir en la conducta se 
aplicará, además, el comiso de los recipientes y la clausura del 
establecimiento cuando corresponda. La incautación se efectuará por 
Carabineros en el momento de sorprenderse la infracción, debiendo remitir 
los recipientes a la Municipalidad respectiva. 
 
Artículo 2°: Para los efectos de la presente ley, entiéndase como 
“recipiente de pintura en aerosol”, cualquier envase confeccionado o 
adaptado para la pulverización de pintura. 
 
Artículo 3°: Los dueños o administradores de los locales de venta al por 
mayor y por menor donde se comercialicen pinturas en aerosol deberán 
procurar los resguardos adecuados para su debido almacenamiento en 
vitrinas cerradas, solo accesibles a sus dependientes. 
En caso de locales que no puedan dar cumplimiento a lo anterior, éstos 
deberán almacenar los recipientes en zonas no accesibles al público sin 
autorización de quienes ahí trabajen. 
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Artículo 4°: Los locales a los que se refiere el artículo anterior, deberán 
colocar un cartel a la vista del público señalando las conductas sancionadas 
por esta ley y las penas que ellas conllevan. 
Asimismo, los administradores o propietarios deberán llevar un registro de 
quienes adquieran estos productos, en el cual consignarán sus  nombres 
completos, cedula nacional de identidad, domicilio, número de unidades 
adquiridas y sus características. 
 
 
 
 

Joaquín Godoy Ibáñez 
Diputado de la Republica 
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Glossary 

Ascensor: The Spanish word for elevator.  Here specifically in regards to the outdoor 

funicular elevators that transport people between the bottom and top of the hills. 

Bomb: To bomb or hit a certain location with graffiti. These are usually simple works 

(usually a tag or a throw-up) executed as quickly as possible.  

Cap/Caps: The nozzles that you use on aerosol cans to create different line densities. 

Graffiti Writer: Often simply, Writer.  Someone who writes graffiti, usually tags. 

Graffiti Author: Someone who writes or paints the more aesthetic graffiti. 

Grafite: Portuguese for graffiti that is more akin to street art rather than writing or 

pichação. 

Grafiteiros: A Brazilian graffiti author who creates grafite. 

Pichação/Pixação:  Uniquely São Paulo style of graffiti based on letters in old gothic 

style. François Chastanet notes that the calligraphy lettering of pichação probably came 

from the typeface used on the album covers of heavy metal bands.  For an excellent book 

on pixação please see François Chastanet’s Pixação: São Paulo Signature, (Toulouse, 

France: XG Press, 2007).  The 2010 São Paulo Biennial Catalogue notes that they spell 

pixação with an x in order to distinguish it from the more political pichação (spelt with a 

ch).  This was the first time that I found any mention of a different intention depending 

on how it was spelled.  For this thesis I maintain the spelling pichação except when 

quoting the Biennial Catalogue and Chastanet.  

Pichadores: Brazilian graffiti author who creates pichação. 

Porteño: Porteño refers to the people from the port city of Valparaiso.  

Rayado: Spanish for graffiti writing. It usually considered vandalism and is often 

political. 
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Stencil: Graffiti created with the help of a premade cut-out or stencil. 

Tag:  A stylized signature usually written in one color. 

Throw-up: A quick outline of a writer’s name with a black or white painted interior. The 

letters are much larger than a tag and are usually bubble letters. 

Wild Style: A complex writing style characterized by its angular interlocking letters that 

is usually very difficult to read.  Sometimes they are written in a three-dimensional form.  
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