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Abstract. Our public spaces are filled with 
images and visual messages, some belonging to 
the “above the line” logic (like advertisements 
or political posters) while other belong 
to a “below the line” concept of visual 
communication, like street art, stencilling or 
graffiti. These forms of expression entered our 
urban life and are influencing the behaviour 
and even reflect a public consciousness. 
Sabina Andron draws a map of the stencils 
in Cluj and, in the same time, uses this to tap 
into the aesthetics of this new urban art. 
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1Imagine going out one day and 
finding a deserted city, where there are 
no more people or vehicles, the stoplights 
have become useless and the logical 
function of traffic and commercial signs 
has lost its object. You find yourselves 
alone in the empty streets and your 
initial panic goes away when you find 
a partner that puts a smile on your 
face or raises a question in your head. 
This partner is two-dimensional and it 
belongs to the wall where it lives its short 
existence, but it has a strong repetitive 
power and knows many references. 
From the moment you made your first 
eye contact with one of them, an amazing 
new world will appear before your eyes, 

1 Banksy’s spray party: VC2, http://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=qHNoOxnOkwo, 
accessed la 18.12.2009.
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guiding your enthusiastic search through 
many unknown streets and places. Your 
visual sense will sharpen and you will 
start feeling how the walls come to life 
and communicate with each other, 
raising questions and providing answers, 
challenging and confronting each other, 
or playing their own games. Thousands of 
drawings, messages, colourful characters 
and weird signatures call these walls 
home. By this moment you will have 
found this world so fascinating that you 
will not even realize that you are again 
surrounded by vehicles and people are 
passing you by in a hurry, with their 
heads buried in the ground. The city will 
have become a live entity, animated by 
your attentive perception, and the visual 
environment imposed by advertisements 
and behavioural constraints will have lost 
its power and rigidity. This alternative 
urban universe that constantly reinvents 
itself and accepts all participation 
through its intimate nature will become 
a permanent oasis for urban dwellers, 
with virtually endless conceptual and 
aesthetic resources. 

Street art is a phenomenon that cha-
racterizes contemporary society2, through3 
which artists make interventions in 
the public space in order to express 
themselves conceptually or aesthetically. 
This movement is also called post-
graffiti as it draws its roots from graffiti, 
leaving it behind by emphasizing the 
art form instead of the message or the 
territorial marking. Graffiti started as a 
resistance against economical hegemony 
and manifested itself as a fight against 
a system that was (by perception) too 
oppressive for certain social classes 
that were left with no means of making 
themselves heard. Street art, on the other 
hand, questioned these motives and 
turned to an area of public experiment 
with styles and aesthetic forms, 
constantly interrogating the status of 
art and its relation to people. What had 
started through tagging3 and visibility as a 
mark of artistic integrity evolved towards 
a more elaborate perception of public 

2 The term “street art” has been used since 
the 1980s, when it started distancing itself 
from classical graffiti.

3 The tag is the identification mark used by 
the very first graffiti artists, largely meaning 
their stylized names or street names. It is 
by nature a territorial mark and its power of 
impact can be judged through the number 
of occurences (the more the tags are spread, 
the wider the territory controlled by that 
person), graphic quality (an intricate design 
will attract others’ respect more easily) and 
placement (tagging an accesible area is not 
as valuable as a signature placed all the 
way up on a bilboard or a rooftop).



153Art in Public Spaces. Stencils on the Walls of Cluj

space and the type of interventions it can 
handle. The only resource the first graffiti 
artists had was their own name, and 
writing it meant affirming their existence 
through a gesture of anarchy, manifested 
as vandalism. The tag was “a logo for the 
ego”4 and the supreme gesture of social 
affirmation was to reclaim your own 
existence through territorial markings. 
Punishing this practice that was mostly 
perceived as a life style came from the 
need to protect both public and private 
spaces, as well as to oppress the voices of 
certain groups that had no other chances 
of making themselves heard. 

The evolutionary path towards street 
art took place under the influence of 
media, technology and the new ways 
of perceiving language. The “crypto-
typography”5 that used to characterize the 
first tags evolved towards iconographic 
signifiers, appropriating the language 
used in advertisements and the way this 
language simplifies the accessibility of 
different messages. Therefore, if there are 
30 tags and one logo on a wall, the strongest 
visual impact will definitely belong to 
the image. The artists noticed this and 
began to cunningly use the techniques 
that characterize ads, thus emulating a 
visual imagery that was already formed 
and whose efficiency had already been 
tested. They left the trains behind and 
started hitting signs, cleverly disguising 
themselves inside the public codes of 

4 Manco, Tristan, Street Logos, London, 
Thames and Hudson, 2004, p. 43.

signification in order to undermine them 
from the inside. The existing medium is 
thus questioned through its own language 
and a careful dissimulation will achieve 
the desired impact, overthrowing a social 
order whose mechanical, flawless logic 
is undermined by artistic means with 
limited time-space efficiency. 5

The wild card this phenomenon 
has up its sleeve is its autonomy: it is 
in-dependent of galleries or museums, 
it does not confine to certain aesthetic 
criteria in order to be sold or exclusively 
appreciated and, once the artist has 
finished doing it, it is exposed to public 
judging and intervention, where its days 
of existence will always be counted. This 
ephemeral nature is in itself one of the 
principles by which street art functions, 
transforming it into a phenomenon 
whose essence is in its change and 
whose flesh and blood is all new ideas. 
Thus, it becomes per se a community 
of actions, where each intervention 
brings the whole to life, transforming 
the streets into a huge, never-ending 
canvas, elaborated with great lucidity 
and tolerance. Contemporary society is 
both the witness and the object of an 
“unstoppable worldwide outdoor gallery 
of free art”6.

The visual and language mechanisms 
proposed by street art function through 
re-examining areas that are apparently 
sterile artistically and undermining 

5 Ibid., p. 12.

6 Ibid., p. 2.
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those factors that dictate the way public 
signification is being made. Through the 
customization of the public codes the 
artists create their own language, whose 
recognition leads to a cognitive change in 
the perception of the passers-by. Political 
imagery, brands and memes – they all 
become the object of parody for street 
artists, who subdue their significance by 
adopting their visual and language codes 
in a process called subvertising7. This 
way, the logo becomes an anti-logo and 
the mainstream culture is compromised 
both through direct sabotage, and 
through the visual alternative street art 
has to offer. Street art is now officially 
the main rival of mass culture on the 
common territory that is the public space. 
The influence media had on street art 
thus made it spread more efficiently, but 
in the present day it mostly works the 
other way around, as the commercial and 
design industry heavily rely on resources 
taken from street art. 

The type of street art I am mostly 
interested in with this study is the 
stencil8,9or the art of negative space. It 

7 “Subvertising”, Wikipedia, the free 
encyclopedia, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Subvertising, accessed 17.12.2009.

8 When used in street art, the term stencil 
has three different meanings: the piece 
of cardboard or plastic which is cut in 
a certain way, the gesture of leaving an 
impression using this cardboard and the 
shape that is left after coloring.

9 The Penal Code in Romania has no specific 
punishment for graffiti, which is often 

implies the placing of an impression 
whose negative shape has already been 
cut on a certain surface and with a certain 
type of pigment, the most popular among 
street artists being aerosol paint (spray 
can). Because the method of applying a 
stencil is so clean and simple, it became 
increasingly popular among street artists, 
as most of the work can be done at home 
and putting it up is a matter of seconds, 
which considerably decreases the risk of 
an encounter with the police9. Another 
consequence of this technique is that it 
enables artists to leave the suburbs and 
move closer to the center of the city, 
where they can repeat the exact same 
piece several times and thus gain a lot 
of visibility. The stencil technique is 
also used in functional purposes (see 
Utilitarian photos), mostly because of this 
possibility of repeating the same mark 
without changing any of its technical 
characteristics. These utilitarian stencils 
also have an extensive dose of neutrality, 
turning a warning such as “Do not park! 
Vehicle access” (Utilitarian.11) into a 
stronger message due to the voice of an 
impersonal authority.

placed under the disturbance of public 
order. The fines for this range between 50 
and 250 lei. References: The New Romanian 
Penal Code, http://www.avocatnet.ro/
UserFiles/articleFiles/noul-cod-penal-2009-
text-integral.html, accessed 17.12.1009; 
Pintea, Alex, Graffiti on Stations, in The 
Sibiu Monitor, 05.09.2008, http://www.
monitorulsb.ro/cms/site/m_sb/news/graffiti_
pe_statii_46474.html, accessed 17.12.2009; A 
Wall for Graffiti, 23.05.2007, http://stiri.rol.ro/
content/view/53128/4/, accessed 17.12.2009.
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The way street art in general and 
stencil art in particular appear on the 
walls of Cluj at the end of 2009 is an 
eclectic combination of different ways 
and techniques of expression, but the 
urban art work that characterizes public 
spaces seems to allow more and more 
ideological and commercial involvement. 
Still, the ever changing landscape of 
street art in Cluj is going through a very 
active phase, but the most visible works 
seem to come from areas with financial 
or political implications. A map of the 
phenomenon highlights the way graffiti 
mostly remained in the suburbs while 
the city center is massively marked 
with stencils and stickers. These can be 
applied easier then stencils, but are not as 
visible, especially because of their often 
very small sizes. Although observing 
a sticker requires a trained or at least 
attentive view, many social campaigns or 
companies chose to promote themselves 
this way (Commercial.13.14.15.23).

The best known figures that claimed 
public territory in Cluj during the past 
years are The Playground and Măr Verde 
(Green Apple), the first post-graffiti artists 
who understood that simply marking their 
individuality will not make them visible, 
so they transformed their names in a series 
of logos applied both on stencils and 
stickers. At present, all that is left from 
the extensive campaigns led by the two 
are two stencils that can be considered 
the best products this type of art has 
to offer in Cluj. One also has to notice 
where these stencils are placed, because 
although they are really central, they still 
manage to retain a certain camouflage. 

The nature of the buildings on which 
they stand is also important, as it gives 
them ethical approval. The Playground 
guards the entrance to a very crowded 
passage in a central bus terminal, while 
Măr Verde exposes its aesthetical choices 
on a public destination building, one of 
the landmarks of communist architecture 
in Cluj. 

The Playground stencil (Characters.19) 
is executed with several stencils and 
the result is technically flawless, while 
the drawing itself is also very witty. 
“The playground” that represents the 
city appears as a chess board, and an 
expressive character (notice should be 
taken, it is extremely hard to achieve 
such a fine cut for a clear expression) 
knocks down the king from the board, 
thus controlling the game while in an 
intense process of thought. “The city is 
ours”, claimed all the stickers through 
which The Playground had conquered the 
city, and this stencil offers a suggestive 
representation of their message: the city 
is ours to play with.

Filled with the same sharpness of 
perception and creation, Măr Verde is 
proud to have executed the largest stencil 
in Cluj (Characters.16) and places it on the 
National Telecommunications building. 
Emulating a model that started being 
practiced more extensively since Banksy10 

10 The most famous street artist in the world. 
His works are protected by the state in 
native Bristol and the fortune he made 
out of selling his stencils at Sotheby’s in 
London already reaches millions. He is also 
the author of many books concerning the 
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first did it, this piece was done with the 
help of three different techniques: the 
character’s torso is a stencil, the painting 
tool he holds in his hand is drawn with 
a marker pen, and his legs and the red 
paint used by the character itself to write 
his initials, “M.V.”, are applied directly 
from the spray can. The beauty of this 
composition is the creation of a character 
that takes upon itself the act of writing, 
means through which the artist gave it life 
and the power to decide and act. Through 
this, there also appears a distancing from 
the physical author of the piece: who is 
Măr Verde? The drawing itself!

A series of different characters become 
landmarks on the streets of Cluj, and 
they all live their homeless lives on the 
smaller central streets, under the very 
often indifferent gazes of passers-by. 
Most of them are girls and women, from 
strong fighters (Characters.10 – the girl 
is portrayed from the back, thus gaining 
mystery and authority), to symbols of 
consumerist societies (Characters.9 – a 
feminine figure whose hair turned into 
the McDonald’s logo). Social attention 
is drawn more straightforward in “One 
religion: consumerism” (Messages.14), 
but playing with the McDonald’s logo is 
a clear subvertising example whose aim is 
to subdue the power of a brand and raise 
people’s awareness towards a society in 
which they lose lucidity and become 
the products of that brand. The same 
subvertising technique is used in the 

phenomenon and the most controversial 
figure of the global street art community. 
Official website: http://www.banksy.co.uk/

massive national campaign where logos of 
different global brands were spoofed and 
modified to include the particle choco- 
(Commercial.3-7). Still, in this case the 
subvertising process ends here, as the 
desired implications have a marketing 
nature: the campaign was put together 
for the promotion of Poiana chocolate11, 
thus moving on extremely sensitive 
ethical territory. The movement whose 
main target was to re-conquer the right to 
public spaces at the expense of invasive 
advertisements is now itself a vehicle for 
such ads, facilitating their entrance into 
this alternative visual universe through 
the artists’ interventions. This can be 
considered a natural process through 
which large companies start scouting 
visual spaces which they never before 
had access to, using newly discovered 
techniques to promote themselves more 
efficiently.

This was also observed at a smaller 
scale by the European Students’ Socie-ty 
in Cluj, who marked the streets surroun-
ding the University headquarters with 
the stencil: “Colour your student life!” 
(Commercial.8). According to the 
spokesman for the society, the main 
intention behind these actions was a 
series of interventions on ugly buildings 
in order to bring them back to life through 
the stencilling these colourful messages. 
This turned the promotion of their 
student society into a secondary priority: 
when asked about the efficiency of this 

11 ADfel, unconvential advertising publica-
tion, suppliment of Academia Caţavencu, 
27.08.2008.
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campaign, M.I. told us nobody has been 
knocking on their door because they 
saw the stencil. Connecting the stencil 
with the student society was probably 
too difficult, as it necessarily involves a 
Google search.

One of the mad crews from Cluj that 
covered the largest territory with their 
logo, which can be found in all the 
suburbs as well as down town, is Rock 
on Street Team (Commercial.16-20). They 
started getting up in order to promote 
an event (Commercial.21) and slowly 
extended to what can be called a graffiti 
style territorial campaign, but replacing 
the dull tag with a simple, but visible 
stencil.

Another type of territorial mark with 
strong political implications is the poli-
tical stencils. A market as liberal as the 
one promoted by street art will accept 
any kind of product, as the origins of the 
modern stencil are closely connected to 
the punk movement and its anarchist 
ways12. Still, the prominent political 
figures that appear on the walls of Cluj at 
this moment are the likes of Avram Iancu 
(Political.1.2.), Corneliu Zelea Codreanu 
(Political.18) and Mihai Eminescu (Poli-
tical.17)13(yes, the poet lies on a wall as 
the spokescharacter of an ideology) – all 
of them the products of the New Right 

12 Stencil Nation, Howze, Russel (author), 
recording made by FORA.tv, of one of the 
meetings from the book promotion tour, 
21.04.2009.

13 Lingou is that solid shape into which gold 
is poured in order to be stored properly, 
while lingău is a person who doesn’t have 

Organization, a nationalist ideological 
group. The boys are strongly influenced 
by these figures, whom they promote in 
the name of God and their country, and 
they claim to be using street art only as 
a means, and not to be interested at all 
in the aesthetical questioning of public 
spaces. On the contrary, they are totally 
against graffiti, but they feel like it is their 
duty to share their values and this method 
seemed like the easier, more efficient 
way to go. They do not seem to care if 
the stencils are perceived as a direct 
reference to the Organization, their only 
mission being to make the public aware 
of this type of nationalism in which they 
fervently believe in. 

The massive campaign that ceased 
years ago but still holds an important 
place on the walls of Cluj is Save Roşia 
Montană, whose two-coloured stencils 
still exist in some locations in the city 
(Political.9.10.11). The stencils represent 
a map of Romania composed of two parts 
that are vertically symmetrical, the upper 
part being green and the lower red, thus 
symbolizing the crime that could have 
been made with the exploitation of the 
gold buried there. The one with Lingoule! 
(Political.5) represents president Traian 
Băsescu, accusing him through the 
Romanian pun lingou/lingău13 and thus 

 other principles other than achieving 
his personal interest and will always be 
humble in front of the ones whom he 
depends upon. The formula “Lingoule” 
therefore accuses the president indirectly 
of being such a person because of his 
interests in the gold at Roşia Montană.
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wittingly appealing to the people’s judge-
ment. This stencil also defies the passage 
of time by still remaining visible after 
some workers from the gas company 
installed a box with pipes over it without 
any consideration, proving once again 
how street art is permanently subjected 
to transformation and renewal. 

There are messages of a different 
nature that colour public Cluj: educa-
tive (Messages.19), playful (Messa-
ges.1.2.), with important beauty tips 
(Messages.6.7.), or the power to make us 
feel well (Messages.16), some anti-tobacco 
(Messages.8) and others promoting weed 
(Messages.5), some for social awareness 
(Messages.3.4.) and others for pure 
relaxation (Messages.20). Each of them 
exists in a context that becomes in itself 

part of the stencil’s existence, functioning 
inside a limited symbiosis, after which 
the wall will be home to more and more 
artwork that will constantly bring it to 
life. Through this phenomenon art takes 
over the streets, capturing public spaces 
and the people’s attention and becoming 
the live partner of any city dweller that 
learns how to look around him. “I guess 
I do believe some people become cops 
because they want to make the world 
a better place. But then some people 
become vandals because they want to 
make the world a better looking place.”14 
– says Banksy, and all we are left with 
is enjoying what we see, we just have to 
keep our eyes wide open, it will just go 
on and on. 
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