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INTRO

BY MARGHERITA DESSANAY

‘ONE INFLUENCE YOU MIGHT DETECT IN MY WORK IS THE 1969 BILLBOARD CAMPAIGN FROM JOHN LENNON AND YOKO ONO THAT READ “WAR IS OVER! (IF YOU WANT IT)”. THE STARK BOLDNESS OF THE TEXT, THE PUBLIC ENVIRONMENT, AND THE IDEA OF USING A SPACE TRADITIONALLY RESERVED FOR ADVERTISING TO COMMUNICATE A DECIDEDLY NON-COMMERCIAL SENTIMENT WERE ALL THINGS THAT INFORMED MY WORK.’ MORLEY

Call it stick-up, paste-up or wheatie, the process of pasting up a work on paper onto a wall with wheat paste is like advertising strategies in the streets. A message on the wall or on a billboard calls for the attention of passers-by. Like an ad poster, a paste-up is a printable image, easily reproducible in large quantities. The artists using this medium go in the streets equipped with paper posters and wheat glue just like those guys we sometimes see sticking up ad campaigns in the city. The difference is that these artists are not persuading us to buy products or to vote for a political candidate, but offering their personal interpretation of the complexities of our contemporary world. In a society bombarded and oversaturated with commercial messages, embracing the advertisers’ strategies and turning them in a different, and often critical, direction is the expressive choice of an increasing number of artists.

A glimpse into the process of its creation helps us understand how versatile the stick-up medium is, serving the most diverse creative purposes. First of all, paper lends itself to various techniques, such as writing, drawing, painting, printing and collaging. Some of the artists gathered in this book creatively exploit the possibility of re-appropriating existing images, assembling them in new ways. With the advent of the internet as a treasure trove of pictures, it has become very easy to access all kinds of visual material. One can print it easily and cheaply, assembling it with other apparently unrelated images to create a new meaning. The new image is ready to be photocopied and spread within the urban environment. It is almost like collage art on a grand scale.

For some artists, on the other hand, working on paper with hand-drawing and painting is a fundamentally separate stage from the hit-and-run dynamics of street art. This stage is the main reason for electing paste-up as their medium of choice. In fact, compared to spray paint, murals and to a certain degree even stencil, a paste-up is usually realized in the meditative atmosphere of the studio. This allows the artist time to think about the piece and develop it carefully. In many cases it also makes it possible to work with a more detailed visual language. But the time in the studio can be stifling and isolating. At that point, the moment has arrived to hit the streets and let the work communicate with the world.

In the complex and varied universe of street art, paste-up is commonly perceived as a less ‘vandalistic’ practice and thus it appears to be the most acceptable one in legal terms. From his personal experience on the streets, artist Pure Evil noticed that police tend to be more indulgent when catching someone with a brush and a bucket filled with wheat glue rather than with a spray can. How could it be otherwise, as wheat paste is – by its nature – a technique producing impermanent pieces? This specific way of intervening on the streets makes use of two perishable materials, paper and glue. Weather conditions such as rain, heat and high humidity determine the lifespan of each work. In addition, people can rip the paper off the wall and other artists can apply their work on top.

And yet, more and more artists take on board the short-term life not as a limitation but as a factor that enhances their inspiration and creative approach. A.CE finds that his pieces reach their best when they show the effects of weather or of other people’s ripping. Sten & Lex recall how they developed an original way of mixing stencil with paste-up by noticing the expressive touch of the ripped effect of a paper stencil matrix. For BR1 the impermanence of a stick-up confers on his artistic mission a romantic dimension: he not only runs the risk of being caught in an illegal act for the sake of art, but he also does it in the name of something ephemeral, which could last just a couple of days.

For other artists the ephemeral aspect is naturally counterbalanced by the potential for repetition that such a technique offers. Collective SHN come to terms with the short-lived destiny of a piece through sticking up the same image in as many different places as they can. ‘Make more and paste more!’ is their motto.

Photocopying can also become something more than a means of reproducing the work. While processing the image in the photocopy machine, WK Interact tears the paper to create a streamlined and blurred copy from the original. In this way, he is able to convey his personal interest in the idea of constant movement and a fast-paced lifestyle.

Artists like Sten & Lex, Specter, Morley and others are less interested in the repetition aspect. They prefer to work on original single paste-ups. Printing a work on paper is what allows their works to get bigger. Work by Sten & Lex is usually installed on huge buildings. In Morley’s case, printing and sticking up is part of developing a bold language, and he shares with Specter the desire to place his work in difficult to reach but easily visible locations.

Stick-up suits the very personal creative possibilities of each artist included in this book – possibilities that they sometimes share. At other times the use of the same medium leads to very different visual universes. Just as there is no one definitive recipe for the perfect wheat paste, there is no uniform creative community that expresses itself in paste-up. It resembles, rather, a table richly set with different dishes, suitable for every creative palate.


INTERVIEW: STEN & LEX

WE STARTED IN 2001 WITH STENCIL BUT AFTER WE GOT ARRESTED IN 2005 WE WORKED MORE AND MORE WITH WHEAT PASTES.

In little more than ten years, Italian duo Sten & Lex have developed a personal language, gaining high recognition for their huge portraits hanging on the walls of many cities worldwide. When they started with stencil street art around 2000, they were using characters and actors from B-movies and American TV series. Soon they opted to portray anonymous people, while at the same time experimenting with a new way of using stencil. First, they worked on a way of realizing the image with lines and dots, exploring the possibilities of creating half-tones with the stencil. They then experimented with thin paper, similar to a wheat paste-up. But instead of using the paper as a support for the final image, they utilized it as a stencil matrix. Once the image has been painted, instead of removing the pasted matrix, Sten & Lex only rip it partially. The result of this double technique is that small pieces of paper fall off the work, offering the perfect example of how techniques such as stencil and paste-up can be creatively explored.
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L’abbraccio (The Embrace) (Sten & Lex) – Rome – 2005 /

Margherita Dessanay:

Tell me something about your background.

Sten & Lex:

We were both born in the early Eighties. Since we were kids, we have always been interested in painting and drawing. We did our first stencil at the age of four to five at school. In that period we realized what a stencil is. But we never made graffiti or tags during our school years and at university we both studied subjects that don’t have a direct link with artistic creation. We just fell in love with the stencil technique. When we started with our first stencil in 2001, no one was talking about street art yet and there was not all the interest that there is now. In Italy there was not a strong stencil art culture on the street. This is the reason why in our country we are considered pioneers of stencil graffiti.

MD:

Why did you fall in love especially with stencil?

S&L:

With a lot of patience, stencil allows you to create really complex images on the street in little time. The main part of the work is done off the street. We spend a long time cutting stencils. We use stencil as a contemporary printing technique. Since we started, we have introduced the use of half-tones into the stencil. We started cutting lines and dots and we called that way of doing it Hole School. After that period many stencillers around the world started doing lines- and-dots stencils. Stencil also allows you to create all kinds of images. Being a printing technique, it can be reproduced but we prefer to do just one piece for each stencil.

MD:

Recently your work has developed into a hybrid between stencil and paste-up.

S&L:

Around 2010 we created what we call the stencil poster. We paste up a paper stencil matrix on the wall, then we paint on it and, at the end, we destroy the stencil matrix. The result is a painted image with pieces of paper pasted up that were originally the matrix.

MD:

What made you opt for a paper matrix in the first place?

S&L:

Everything happened in a very casual way. We have always developed our art to function in the street. But while working for an exhibition in Rome in 2010, we faced the need for a very strong stencil matrix which would not allow the spray to pass through the slots. We did not want that typical spray shroud that you have when the stencil does not completely adhere to the support surface. We also wanted a stencil to be used without the need for scaffolding. Working with very long lines, we were facing the final problem of painting from the stencil while avoiding smearing.

The only way of doing it was to paste the stencil onto the surface. We decided to print the image on paper and paste it like a poster onto the wooden support. After having painted on it, the moment came to remove the stencil matrix. Half the way through the removal process, we noticed that there was an interestingly weird connection between the wrecked paper and the painted image. So, we decided to show the works with that effect, with those pieces of paper fluttering on the artworks. Exhibiting the destroyed
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