
Street Art & Graffiti: Art of the People  

Street art and graffiti are forms of visual expression created in public spaces, often without 
official permission. What started as underground rebellion has evolved into a globally 
recognized art movement that gives voice to communities, challenges power structures, and 
transforms urban landscapes into open-air galleries. Street art proves that art belongs to 
everyone—not just in museums and galleries. ​
​

 

For neurodivergent artists and youth from marginalized communities, street art has special 
significance. It's a form of expression that doesn't require formal training, expensive 
materials, or institutional approval. Many famous street artists, including Jean-Michel 
Basquiat, used the streets to bypass traditional gatekeepers and share their unique 
perspectives with the world. Street art celebrates outsider voices and proves that powerful art 
can come from anywhere.  

A Brief History of Street Art and Graffiti  

Street art has deep roots in human expression—from ancient cave paintings to political graffiti 
in Pompeii. Modern graffiti culture emerged in the 1960s and 1970s, particularly in 
Philadelphia and New York City. 



Era/Period  What Happened  Significance 

1960s-1970s Graffiti emerges in  
Philadelphia and NYC; artists  
tag their names on trains and  

buildings 

Birth of modern graffiti  
culture; claiming space and  

identity 

1980s  Golden age of NYC subway  
art; artists like Keith Haring  

and Basquiat bridge street 
art and galleries 

Street art gains recognition  
as legitimate art form 

1990s-2000s  Stencil art, stickers,  
wheat-pasting expand  

techniques; global spread of  
street art culture 

Diversification of styles and  
methods; international  
movement 

 
 

Era/Period  What Happened  Significance 

2000s-Present  
 

Artists like Banksy achieve  
worldwide fame; street art  
becomes mainstream and  

commercialized 

Tension between  
underground roots and  
commercial success 

 
 

Street Art vs. Graffiti: What's the Difference?  

While the terms are often used interchangeably, there are some differences in style, intention, 
and technique:  

Aspect  Traditional Graffiti  Street Art 

Primary  
Focus 

Letters, tags, writer names,  
style development 

Images, characters,  
messages, visual impact 

Audience  Often speaking to other 
graffiti writers 

Speaking to the general public 



Common  
Methods 

Spray paint, tags, throw-ups,  
pieces 

Stencils, wheat-paste, 
murals, installations, 
stickers 

Goal  Reputation, style, getting up  
(visibility) 

Communication, beauty, 
social commentary, activism 

 
 
Important: These categories often overlap! Many artists do both graffiti and street art, and 
the boundaries between them are fluid. Both are valid forms of expression. 

Street Art Techniques and Styles  

Street artists use diverse techniques to create their work. Here are some of the most common 
methods:  

Technique  How It Works  Characteristics 

Tagging  Quick signature or name  
written with marker or spray  

paint 

Fast, stylized handwriting;  
claims space; foundation of  

graffiti 

Throw-ups Bubble letters filled with one 
or two colors, done quickly 

Bigger than tags, faster than  
pieces; bold and visible 

Pieces Large, elaborate graffiti with  
multiple colors, effects, and  

details 

Time-intensive, highly 
skilled, often features 3D 
effects 

Stencils  Pre-cut designs sprayed  
through cardboard or plastic  

templates 

Quick to apply, repeatable,  
crisp edges, great for detail 

Wheat-Pasting 
 

Paper posters adhered to  
walls with wheat paste glue 

Can be prepared at home,  
allows detailed artwork,  
removable 

Stickers  Printed or hand-drawn 
designs on adhesive paper 
or vinyl 

Portable, quick to place,  
collectible, low-risk 

Murals  Large-scale paintings, often  
commissioned or legal 

Community art, storytelling,  
beautification, lasting impact 



Installations  3D objects, sculptures, or  
interventions in public space 

Interactive, surprising,  
temporary or permanent 

 
 

Common Graffiti Lettering Styles  

Graffiti writers have developed distinctive lettering styles over decades. Here are some 
classic approaches:​
 
• Bubble Letters: Round, puffy letters that look inflated; friendly and bold​

  

• Wildstyle: Complex, interlocking letters with arrows, curves, and connections; hard to read 
but impressive ​

​
​
 



• Block Letters: Straight, architectural letters with clean lines; classic and readable ​

​

• 3D/Blockbuster: Letters with depth, shadows, and dimensional effects; creates visual pop 

​



• Throw-up Style: Quick bubble letters with outline and fill; designed for speed  

​

• Calligraffiti: Combines calligraphy with graffiti; flowing, elegant letterforms​

​

​

​

​

 



Influential Street Artists and Their Impact  

Jean-Michel Basquiat (1960-1988) ​

 

Starting as the graffiti duo SAMO© in late 1970s New York, Jean-Michel Basquiat 
spray-painted poetic and cryptic messages across downtown Manhattan. His street art caught 
the attention of the art world, and he transitioned to galleries while maintaining the raw, urgent 
energy of street culture. Basquiat was a Black artist who used his platform to comment on 
racism, colonialism, and power structures. His success proved that street artists could 
become fine artists without losing their edge or authenticity.  

​
​
​
​
​
​
​
​
​
​
​



Keith Haring (1958-1990) ​
​

 

Keith Haring created thousands of chalk drawings on blank advertising panels in NYC 
subway stations, making art accessible to everyday commuters. His bold lines, dancing 
figures, and radiant babies became iconic symbols of 1980s street culture. Haring used his 
art to promote social activism, addressing AIDS awareness, apartheid, drug abuse, and 
LGBTQ+ rights. He believed art should be for everyone, not locked away in expensive 
galleries.  

Banksy (1970s-Present) ​

 



Banksy is an anonymous British street artist whose politically charged stencil works appear 
worldwide. His art critiques capitalism, war, consumerism, and surveillance while often 
incorporating dark humor. Works like 'Girl with Balloon' and 'Flower Thrower' have become 
cultural icons. Banksy maintains anonymity to protect his ability to create illegal street art and 
to keep the focus on the message rather than celebrity.  

Lady Pink (1964-Present) ​

 

Sandra Fabara, known as Lady Pink, started painting NYC subway cars as a teenager in the 
1970s, becoming one of the first prominent female graffiti artists. She broke barriers in the 
male-dominated graffiti scene and appeared in the documentary 'Wild Style.' Lady Pink 
continues to create murals addressing social issues and mentoring young artists, proving that 
women have always been integral to street art culture.​
​
​
​
​
​
​
​
​
​
​
​
 



Shepard Fairey (1970-Present) ​

 

Shepard Fairey began with his 'Andre the Giant Has a Posse' sticker campaign and evolved 
into creating powerful political street art. His iconic 'Hope' poster for Barack Obama's 2008 
campaign brought street art aesthetics into mainstream politics. Fairey's work demonstrates 
how street art can influence culture, politics, and social movements on a massive scale.  

Why Street Art Matters for Communities  

• Democratizes art: Anyone can see it—no museum admission required  

• Gives voice to marginalized communities: Platform for those excluded from traditional art 
world  

• Reclaims public space: Transforms neglected areas into vibrant cultural spaces • 

Challenges power: Questions who owns public space and who gets to make art • 

Documents community: Reflects the culture, struggles, and dreams of neighborhoods 



• Creates beauty: Transforms gray walls into colorful, inspiring visual experiences • 

Sparks conversation: Makes people think, debate, and engage with ideas • Preserves 

culture: Records the zeitgeist of particular times and places 

Understanding the Legal and Ethical Landscape  

Street art exists in a complex legal space. It's important to understand the difference between 
legal and illegal art-making:  

• Illegal/Unauthorized: Creating art on property without permission is vandalism and can 
result in fines, arrest, and criminal records  

• Legal/Authorized: Many cities have legal walls, commissioned murals, and community art 
projects where street art is welcomed  

• Permission-Based: Getting permission from property owners allows you to create street art 
legally  

• Community Projects: Many neighborhoods organize legal mural projects that transform 
spaces with community input  

For this lesson: We will be creating street art-INSPIRED artwork on paper and canvas, 
learning the techniques and aesthetics without engaging in illegal activity. You can practice 
these skills legally and develop your voice as an artist.  

Activity: Create Your Own Street Art-Inspired Piece  

Today you'll create street art-inspired artwork using legal materials and surfaces. Choose one 
of these approaches:  



Option 1 - Design Your Tag: Create a stylized version of your name, initials, or chosen artist 
name using graffiti lettering. Practice bubble letters, wildstyle, or block letters. Add colors, 
shadows, and effects.  

Option 2 - Stencil Art: Design and cut a simple stencil (2-3 layers maximum) with a 
meaningful image or message. Use it to create multiple prints on paper. 
Option 3 - Social Justice Message: Create a poster combining text and images that 
addresses an issue you care about (education, environment, equality, mental health, etc.).  

Option 4 - Character Design: Design an original character or icon that represents your 
identity or community. Draw it in bold, graphic street art style.  

Option 5 - Wheat-Paste Poster: Create a black and white design on paper that could 
theoretically be wheat-pasted. Focus on high contrast and bold imagery.  

Materials:  

• Paper (white or colored), cardboard, or canvas  

• Markers, paint markers, or paint  

• Optional: spray paint (use outdoors with supervision and permission)  

• For stencils: cardboard or stencil paper, X-Acto knife or scissors  

• Pencil for sketching  

• Bold, graphic reference images for inspiration  

Tips for Street Art Style:  



• Bold and graphic: Street art needs to be visible from a distance—use strong lines and high 
contrast  

• Clear message: If you're using text, make sure it's readable and impactful • 

Limited colors: Often 2-4 colors work better than many colors for street art clarity • 

Think big: Even on paper, design as if your art will be seen from across the street 

• Be authentic: Street art is about YOUR voice—what do YOU want to say? • Study the 

masters: Look at how professional street artists use composition, color, and style  

Remember: Street art is about democratizing creativity and giving voice to communities. 
Your perspective matters, your stories deserve to be told, and your art has the power to 
change how people see the world. Whether you create on walls, paper, or digital platforms, 
you're part of a global movement of artists who believe that art belongs to everyone.  
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