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The Demos: Politics, Art and the City

Artists have always
been the ones to
provide a narrative
to help us
understand our
society.
This Hong Kong based
graffiti artist reminds us
that, “There can be no
return to normal,
because normal was the
problem in the first
place.”
https://twitter.com/chhuti_is/status/1248955775822618624?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw
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In these difficult
times, I have been
looking to the artists
more often than to
the politicians for
guidance and
inspiration.

https://www.npr.org/sections/coronavirus-live-updates/2020/04/13/833534116/who-says-covid-19-immunity-is-an-unknown-disease-10-times-deadlier-than-2009-flu
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This project is by no
means a
comprehensive
study of all of the art
that has emerged
over the last few
months.

I have been limited to accessing what has been
documented and/or shared on the internet, as all of
this research has been done from my own home.
After this first level of curation, in which I frequently
encountered the same images on various websites, I
then sifted through the art pieces, subjectively
choosing to emphasize particular works that I felt
either spoke to me stylisticly or represented a variety
of locations and common trends from around the
world. It was actually quite difficult to find images
from Latin America, and I am not quite sure why. It is
hard to complete this project, as I feel compelled to
keep looking, yearning to find more beautiful and
haunting interpretations of our shared struggles.
|
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While much has
changed in a short
amount of time, the
impacts of the
coronavirus have
exacerbated preexisting social
inequalities.

https://twitter.com/nancypili/status/1251916604046106630

Dubois famously said that if we
want to have a democratic
world, we must agree that all
lives have equal value.
In the art being created today,
from rooftops to Instagram
there is a tension between
claims that “we are all in this
together” and the sense that
the public sphere was always
exclusionary in terms of who
has access to health care,
decent livelihood and adequate
housing . And now, more than
ever, it is not possible to
“bracket status differentials”
and deliberate a response to
covid as if we have social
equality. (Fraser)
|

5

Artists around the
world are
challenging us to
face our current
reality while also
imagining what
comes next.

https://twitter.com/nancypili/status/1251916604046106630
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Public space,
whether virtual or
physical, is a
powerful location for
social commentary,
in addition to
messages of hope
or critical public
health information.

Ugandan visual artist Rashid
Abdhufatah said that, “after
hearing about the disease
and what it is capable of, my
thoughts ran to my people in
the ghettos of Kawempe. So
many of them are not
exposed to formal
communication. I was
worried if I didn’t do anything
to tell them what was
happening in the world, we
would end up dead.”

Building on the words of
famous Spanish painter Pablo
Picasso who argued that art
washes away from the soul, the
dust of everyday life, fellow
Ugandan arts specialist Nuwa
Wamala Nyanzi explained, “Go
to the hospital and see walls in
clinic areas known as
programmable spaces. The
health experts long ago noticed
that visual arts are important in
society.”

.

|

https://ugandaradionetwork.net/a/story/-telling-the-covid-19-story-through-visual-art
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Even under
lockdown
conditions,
artists are hard at
work.
According to Rafael Schacter, Senior
Teaching Fellow at University College
London: “There’s an innate need to
relate our experience, and I think a lot
of art is also about relating with each
other. It’s about trying to transmit
one’s experience to others or create
experiences together in a more
classical ritual. The way we
understand art now, in western
history, is a tiny dot in the history of
humankind’s relationship with
producing art. But an integral part of
human existence is producing art. It
will always be a necessity. There’s
this idea that it’s only produced when
you have all your other basic needs
taken care of, but art is a basic
need.”

Slideocs borrow tablet.

|
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/travel/how-street-artists-around-world-are-reacting-to-life-with-covid-19-180974712/
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Many of the digital
works emphasize a
sense of unity and
mutuality across
borders.
This image was on the Covidartmuseum
Instagram with the following text:

Firenze, Italy !
Madrid, Spain "
Tokyo, Japan #
Jerusalem, Israel $
London, UK %
Paris, France &
Bruxelles, Belgium '

right titled “Click to add text”,
you get this rust text style.
This is used for highlighting
pieces of text for a subtitle,
subhead, or main callouts.
Hit return and tab and the
text changes to charcoal and
you now have a paragraph
header style applied.
Hit return and tab again and it
changes to a size that works great
for body copy titles
Hit return and tab again and it
changes to a size that works great for
body copy. This efficient way of
setting up the master template to
create typographic hierarchy is
unique to slidedocs.
• A fourth tab sequence is a bullet

Try it now for yourself to
.

|
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Art is being made in
the public sphere all
over the world with
strikingly similar
symbols, frequently
promoting hygiene
and public health.

Above, Brazil.
Below, NewYork.
https://laist.com/2020/03/27/c
oronavirus-la-street-artartists-covid-19.php
|
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Artists in each
country have their
own signature style,
cultural framework
and context.

Above, Le Duc Hiep’s propaganda poster, which
includes the message: ‘To stay at home is to love
your country’ to help Vietnam fight coronavirus.

Below, members of the Senegalese graffiti
collective "RBS CREW" paints informational
murals in Dakar, Senegal.
https://www.voanews.com/science-health/coronavirusoutbreak/senegals-graffiti-artists-offer-covid-19-informationmurals
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Nairobi, Kenya

|

12

Oakland, CA

https://www.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=10157647883743802&set=p.10157647883743802&type=3&theater
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Gaza City, Gaza

https://twitter.com/rabdicg/status/1246321553173893120
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East Java, Indonesia

https://gulfnews.com/photos/news/covid-19-police-officers-in-superhero-costumes-disinfect-motorists-in-indonesia-1.1586616648581?slide=2
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New Orleans, LA

https://whereyat.com/terrance-osborne-creates-art-honoring-heroes-of-the-coronavirus-pandemic
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Santiago, Chile

https://www.thenation.com/article/society/chile-protest-literature-coronavirus/
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Navajo Nation, New Mexico

https://www.voanews.com/usa/navajo-government-citizens-united-against-covid-19
|
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Athens, Greece

https://news.artnet.com/art-world/coronavirus-street-art-1814961
|
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Nairobi, Kenya

https://www.mintpressnews.com/photo_of_the_day/photo-mural-covid-19-coronavirus-nairobi-kenya/
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Binnish, Syria

https://english.alarabiya.net/en/features/2020/03/31/Coronavirus-Syrian-artist-paints-murals-in-war-torn-Idlib-to-warn-of-outbreak
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Some simply add a
mask to what is
already there,
unapologetically
changing the
original meaning.

Kazakhstan and Japan

https://www.thestar.com.my/lifestyle/culture/2020/03/18/covid-19-how-the-art-world-is-taking-on-the-virus
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These artistic
interventions are a
powerful statement
about the global new
normal.

France and South Korea

https://news.artnet.com/art-world/coronavirus-street-art-1814961

|
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The mask and the
message to stay
home is the ever
present theme, all
over the entire world.

|
https://www.theguardian.com/world/gallery/2020/apr/06/coronavirus-street-art-in-pictures
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These global
commonalities
remind us that
artists communicate,
organize and
generate practices
of ‘demos-making’
outside or beyond
formal coordination
or the particular
economies of
national
governments.
Qutoe Source: Dr. Angela Marino
https://news.artnet.com/art-world/coronavirus-street-art-1814961

|
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The new artworks
provide a window
into our collective
psychological
experience of
quarantine.

The images frequently evoke
feelings of grief, loss and the
wistful memory of how life
used to be.

https://www.instagram.com/covidartmuseum/

the visual field is only a few inches.
Research shows that reading slows
and retention rates fall as line length
begins to exceed the ideal width.*
This may be caused by having
columns that are too wide. If lines of
text are too long, your readers get
lost when their eyes return to the lef

Do not use the full length of your
slide; break your pages into columns.
On the flip side, if lines of text are too
short, the eye has to travel back and
forth too often. This is tiring on the
eye and frustrating to readers who
are unable to read a complete
thought.

|
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Tokyo, Japan

“Hanami (cherry blossom
viewing) is one of Japan's most
iconic and long standing
spring traditions. As the trees
begin to bloom, more and
more of these gatherings are
being cancelled; a celebration
in isolation.”

https://www.politico.eu/interactive/drawing-our-new-normal/

|

27

New York, New York
“I’m an immigrant woman, living and
working in the States. I’m originally
from South Korea and most of my
family are in Seoul… My 91-year-old
grandfather — who is deeply in love
with my grandmother — hasn’t seen
her since January because her living
facility has banned all visitors.
Already separated by thousands of
miles, the crisis is making the
distance between my family and me
feel immense. I’m more anxious
about my family’s health than I am
worried about my own, but I guess
that’s normal. It’s accentuated by the
pandemic. In this drawing, I wanted
to show the distance — physical and
emotional — between us.”
https://www.politico.eu/interactive/drawing-our-new-normal/

|
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Sometimes the
pieces remind us
why we should stay
home.

https://www.news18.com/photogallery/world/akshay-kumar-says-dil-se-thank-you-to-essential-service-providers-2571125-2.html

|
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There is also no
shortage of humor.

Banksy just posted a few
images of a new artwork
with a caption that read
simply, “My wife hates
it when I work from
home.”

https://www.instagram.com/p/B_CYgvYjKG9/

|
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A sizable amount of
the jokes have to do
with toilet paper.

https://news.artnet.com/art-world/coronavirus-street-art-1814961

|
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The comedic images
are a gift to those of
us at home.

https://www.instagram.com/covidartmuseum/

|
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While most art is
shared digitally, some
works are hyper
place-based.
This “show” in Berlin is entitled, “Life, Art,
Pandemic and Proximity.”

The show organizers wrote, “Balconies
today are the thresholds from which we can
encounter the world during the confinement
of the domestic. While our freedom of
mobility is on hold, they become unique
sites of everyday performance or even civic
mobilization.”

https://www.forbes.com/sites/carlieporterfield/2020/04/15/photos-berlin-artists-transform-balconies-during-coronavirus-lockdown/#77badc9e5f34
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Inspired by the
spontaneous singing
in Italy, balconies have
become the new
public square.
“Balconies serve as the public apertures of
the private. They seem to be where the
house ends, and yet not. In their political
history, [balconies] have both been
terraces of openness and hope, as well as
platforms for authoritarianism and
supremacy,” said the German based
organizers of “Life, Art, Pandemic, and
Proximity.”
https://www.forbes.com/sites/carlieporterfield/2020/04/15/photos-berlin-artists-transform-balconies-during-coronavirus-lockdown/#77badc9e5f34
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The view OF the
balcony

https://www.instagram.com/covidartmuseum/

Are these depicted as places of connection and
possibility or sites of isolation and confinement?

|
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And the view FROM
the balcony
Are these people trapped or
are they gifted with
perspective?

https://www.instagram.com/covidartmuseum/

|
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Seven high-profile
European museums
are also in the midst of
commissioning artists
to create balconybased art.

The participating artists have been asked
to “create an intervention” in their
window or balcony, exploring their
interpretation of this new era in public
space.

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/04/art-artists-creative-covid19-coronavirus-culture-community/

|
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But not all people
have the benefit of a
balcony. Street art
allows for more civic
participation in our
time of physical
separation.

Some images offer a power condemnation of
the quarantine’s resemblance to Foucault’s
Pantopican:
“Inspection functions ceaselessly. The gaze is
alert everywhere…the plague is met by order,
its function is to sort out every possible
confusion…this is the utopia of the perfectly
governed city.”

“One of the main spaces where
debate can emerge, especially
among those who are marginalized
or less able to speak within the
media, is the street. A lot of issues of
public space that were issues before
the crisis—like increasing
privatization, surveillance, housing
insecurity—are taking up prominent
focus on the street.”
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/travel/how-street-artists-around-world-are-reacting-to-life-with-covid-19-180974712/

|

38

Graffiti has long
been a forum for
public dissent of
Foucault’s “visible
and un-veriviable
power”.

This young Greek artist has chosen to use
graffiti on an Athens rooftop to make a
powerful statement about the silence around
domestic violence.

“Even though it is actually
more difficult to produce
because of restrictions in
the public space, the focus
on the message becomes
ever sharper because
everything else is so empty
around it.”
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/travel/how-street-artists-around-world-are-reacting-to-life-with-covid-19-180974712/
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On the other hand, for
those sharing their art
online, this time of
quarantine is often
depicted as something
akin to a vacation or
sabbatical.
“Drink a tea, listen to a podcast,
draw, sing, write love words,
laugh, call your mom, shampoo,
watch Naruto on Netflix, feed your
plants, meditate, do squats, eat
cereals, read a book, work or stay
under your duvet, take care of
yourself and protect others.”
https://www.instagram.com/covidartmuseum/
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These types of
images send
practical and
positive messages.
“Stay home, stay safe, wash your
hands, take care of your mental
and physical health, and
importantly, be thankful to the
medical experts.”

https://www.forbes.com/sites/felicitycarter/2020/03/29/artists-respond-to-coronavirus---see-some-of-their-artworks/#b6327c4e9652
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But others around
the world are using
art to go beyond
public health
messages in order
to grapple with the
reality of “multiple
publics”.

|
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Oakland, CA

https://www.politico.eu/interactive/drawing-our-new-normal/
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These images
invoke Massey’s
analysis of the
complex layers of
reality that coexist in
the same physical
location or
‘community’.

Although she is talking about movement in terms of
immigration, it is equally relevant as a reflection of movement
in terms of who is able to keep their job and safely shelter in
place, and who is forced to continually place themselves in
harm’s way because of their social or economic status:

“For different social groups, and different individuals, are
placed in very distinct ways in relations to these flows and
interconnections. This point concerns not merely the
issue of who moves and who doesn’t although that is an
important element of it; it is also about power in relation
to the flows and the movement.” (Pg. 25)
“Different social groups have distinct relationships to this
any way differentiated mobility, some people are more in
charge of it than others, some initiate flows and
movement, others don’t some are more on the receiving
end of it than others, some are effectively imprisoned by
it.” (Pg. 26)
|
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What might Lefebvre
say about who gets
to decide which
images have a place
in cities today? Will
there be an
emphasis on the
practical or esthetic
beauty? Who is the
ultimate audience?

“The object, the city, as consummate reality is
falling apart. Knowledge holds in front of itself
the historic city already modified, to cut it up
and put it together again from fragments. As
social text, this historic city no longer has a
coherent set of prescriptions, of use of time
linked to symbols and to a style.
This text is moving away. It takes the form of a
document, or an exhibition, or a museum. The
city historically constructed is no longer lived
and is no longer understood practically. It is
only an object of cultural consumption for
tourists, for an estheticism, avid for
spectacles and the picturesque…There
cannot be a going back. (148)
|
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Many artists are
providing a rallying
cry for the “right to
the city,” in addition
to social and
environmental
transformation.
The disproportionate health and
economic impact currently being
experienced by the global poor is
often overlooked in commercial
media, but it is captured acutely
by the artists and then shared on
social media.
|
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Several call for
a re-ordering of
society away
from capitalism
towards mutual
aid.

|
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Creative images
grab our attention
and inspire us to get
involved in a
moment when
people are at home,
looking for a way to
contribute.

|
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One might ask
whether the times
require that ALL
public art should
have an explicit
social message.

https://www.facebook.com/254257585390778/photos/a.279123832904153/686405838842615/?type=3&theater
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Even protests
themselves have an
artistic quality to
their staging in the
age of social
distancing, as in this
recent example in
Israel.

https://www.axios.com/israel-black-flag-protests-coronavirus-netanyahu-0a984050-9438-42ee-8126e624e7427fc1.html?fbclid=IwAR2LH3vMoINVsgwssPLGa8LQ5oDYJTwRjwHYYUZLlEGOCU4_kWqH4vP-kuU
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So in this time of
great global crisis, is
abstraction or the
celebration of
beauty a luxury of
times past? Does
the urgency of today
require that all art
take a stand, or
serve a practical
purpose?

https://robbreport.com/shelter/art-collectibles/gallery/contemporary-artists-covid-19-new-works-2911980/pat-steir/

|

51

Or maybe we
actually need
access to beauty
now more than
ever?
That was the opinion
of this French
photographer who
created
#isolationcreation.

|
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Within a few days,
hundreds of thousands of
people from all over the
world have made
submissions.

|
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Are these images
the embodiment of
privilege and
escapism? Maybe.
They are also
soothing in a time of
great challenge.

|
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So who should get to
decide what kind of art,
what kind of social mirror
we need right now?

|
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Does it matter who
the artist is? Or the
audience?
How about the
location, medium or
cost of production?
Perhaps the most
important piece is
the intent, purpose?
Or, maybe anything
is possible if done
with high quality?
|
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Although most of
the art is being
created by
individuals, many
around the world are
calling for
government
direction and
support of public
works.

https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2020/mar/30/hansulrich-obrist-uk-public-art-project

In the spirit of the Works
Projects Administration of the
1930s, people around the
world are trying to leverage
the talent of artists to “unite
and vitalize” their
neighborhoods.
For example, Hans-Ulrich Obrist, the
artistic director of London’s
prestigious Serpentine Galleries, has
argued that an ambitious large scale
public art project is needed to
support cultural institutions during
the coronavirus outbreak, which will
in turn help create a new generation
of artists.
“With the WPA, they went out into
the community: artists got salaries
and were able to research and create
work during the New Deal era. It
gave many people their first real jobs
and commissions,” Obrist said. The
WPA projects employed more than
3,700 artists and produced more than
15,000 works.

“In this time of crisis, it’s important
that museums think about how they
can go beyond their walls and reach
everyone.” Obrist is challenging
cultural institutions to use the
outbreak as a chance to reconsider
how they interact with the public so
that “generosity needs to be the
medium that museums and galleries
are working in”.
An additional example of a WPA
inspired project has been launched
by the Office of Arts and Culture in
Boulder, CO. They have designed a
program to support artists to bolster
the “social infrastructure” of their
local community. Each project will
fund artists to create experiences for
their neighbors with the goal of
either helping their neighbors stay
connected during the restrictions, or
after restrictions are lifted, helping
people to reconnect, recover and
adjust to new social conditions.

But will the government funding
inevitably influence the content being
created?
|
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Some governments,
such this example in
the UK, are already
funding art. These
works tend to
celebrate
government efforts,
with very little critical
subtext.

https://www.cnbc.com/2020/04/06/coronavirus-themed-murals-from-around-the-world.html

|
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Warsaw, Poland

https://www.cnbc.com/2020/04/06/coronavirus-themed-murals-from-around-the-world.html

|
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Bergamo, Italy

https://www.cnbc.com/2020/04/06/coronavirus-themed-murals-from-around-the-world.html

|
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Understandably,
others acknowledge
the complications
associated with the
government funding
of art.

An excellent articulation of
this concern about
government financing of the
community initiatives was
offered by Grace Lee Boggs
in The Next American
Revolution:
“Instead of trying to resurrect
or reform a system whose
endless pursuit of economic
growth has created a nation
of material abundance and
spiritual poverty—and instead
of hoping for a new FDR to
save capitalism with New
Deal-like programs,--we need
to build a new kind of
economy from the ground up.”

She went on to assert that what we
need is, “A new kind of city whose
foundation would be citizens living in
communities who take responsibility
for decisions about their city instead
of leaving these to politicians or to
the marketplace and who create
small enterprises that emphasize the
preservation of skills and produce
goods and services for the local
community.”

So who should
commission and/or
pay for art in a postpandemic,
potentially postcapitalistic, society?
|
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Cooperation
Jackson would
agree this crisis has
provided an
opportunity to create
a new way of
organizing society,
from the bottom up!

They argued, “We are just as clear that trying to impose
economic democracy or socialism from above is not only very
problematic as an anti-democratic endeavor, but it doesn’t
dislodge capitalist social relations, it only shifts the issues of
labor control and capital accumulation away from the
bourgeoisie and places it in the hands of the state or party
bureaucrats. We are clear that economic democracy and the
transition to eco-socialism have to come from below, not above.
That workers and communities have to drive the social
transformation process through their self-organization and self
management, not be subjected to it.” (page 8)
Perhaps artists will start to be compensated through time
banking, a method for people to exchange services using time
as currency instead of money. This practice allows everyone
to contribute to the production of value in the community,
enables skills and services that are not valued or are
undervalued in the capitalist economy, such as most types of
art, to be valued equally by valuing everyone’s time equally,
no matter the task.
|
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A Hybrid Model:
Amplifier’s Global
Open Call
“Amplifier is a design lab that builds
art to amplify the voices of
grassroots movements. They work
with social change partners to build
symbols, language, and distribution
strategies that can change the
national narrative. They
commission new art, then take the
work and distribute it in
unparalleled numbers through
creative space hacks, reaching new
audiences and driving real change.”

https://community.amplifier.org/campaign/global-open-call-for-art/
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A global invitation to
create
In response to COVID-19, Amplifier
and partners are launching an
emergency campaign with top art
curators and public-health advisors
from around the world.
They are currently looking for
symbols that help promote mental
health, well-being, and social
change work during these stressful
times. They are also looking for
work that can envision the world
that is possible on the other side of
this pandemic.
Who is to say what we take with
us and what will we leave
behind? Amplifier is calling on
artists to share their vision for
that new world.
|
https://community.amplifier.org/campaign/global-open-call-for-art/

64

These beautiful
images are strong
advocates for social
transformation.

https://community.amplifier.org/campaign/global-open-call-for-art/

|
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They have found a way to have
both purpose and style.

https://community.amplifier.org/campaign/global-open-call-for-art/

|
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Nobody knows what
the future may hold.

https://community.amplifier.org/campaign/global-open-call-for-art/

But for now, artists
will continue to
struggle to elevate
the many voices of
the Demos, some to
uplift beauty, some to
keep us safe and
others to turn us from
consumers into a
global community of
care and creativity.
|
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Thank you to
the artists in
New York
Senegal
France
Indonesia and
beyond.

|
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TO BE
CONTINUED...

