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ABSTRACT 

 

The field site for this US-based ethnography is the city of Philadelphia, 

Pennsylvania. The overwhelming presence of murals in the urban landscape calls into 

question how these figurative wall-sized paintings improve the lives and neighborhoods 

in which these paintings are found.  With Philadelphia suffering the consequences of 

deindustrialization and neoliberal globalization, characterized by high poverty and 

inequality, and consistently low rankings in quality of life indicators by the national 

media, what role do murals play in change? Do murals mask urban problems by literally 

painting over blight, and, therefore distract from vital issues?  Alternately, are murals a 

beacon of hope in an aging post-industrialized city?  How do these murals contribute to 

the city – socially, culturally, and economically?   

This research study employs the following in its methodology: archival research, 

participant observation, interviews, visual and audio documentation, web site analysis of 

the Mural Arts Program’s public transcript, and documentation of contemporary media 

coverage of the MAP and tourism related economic strategies.  I participated in and 

observed seven talks/events, attended nine mural dedications, and experienced nine mural 

tours. Within this time span of active research, I interviewed “various publics” - a diverse 

audience of eighteen individuals, that includes residents and artists. 

Over the course of its almost thirty-year history, the MAP has seen its mission 

shift from dealing with erasing graffiti, to helping transform (i.e. empower and motivate) 

communities and individuals, as a way to deal with poverty and increasing political and 
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economic inequality.   As globalization placed pressures on cities to compete in a global 

economy, new urban branding practices changed the scale of operations from place-based 

local communities (that focused on rehabilitating “at-risk” populations) to the city as a 

whole (city-wide murals and related projects/events), that increased local media coverage 

and brought the MAP to the attention of national media outlets – the kind of publicity 

necessary to advertise Philadelphia as an “urban brand,” “The City of Murals.” The 

promotion of Philadelphia as “The City of Murals” is premised on art having a “social 

life” by virtue of human interaction, and therefore, has the capacity to engage, captivate, 

and transform – its “value” is in being commodified and consumed. At the same time, the 

consumption of particular art objects and experiences demonstrates “taste” and marks 

social difference and maintains social hierarchies. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

This research project endeavors to understand the role that public art plays in the 

social and economic vitality of the city of Philadelphia - specifically, with regard to 

murals, the most ubiquitous public art displayed in the urban landscape. In The City of 

Brotherly Love, over 3000 wall-sized paintings dominate the urban environment.  The 

organization that is largely responsible for the production and display of these very public 

art forms is the Mural Arts Program (MAP) – a highly visible, aggressively promoted, 

community-oriented non-profit organization, partly funded by the city of Philadelphia, 

but mostly funded by corporate sponsors and private donors. The MAP’s fundamental 

ideology is that art is as an instrument of change – in its capacity to transform the lives of 

individuals, including their physical and social environments.  In this introduction, I will 

discuss how I became interested in this topic, and then present my research questions, 

methodology, and the key theoretical literature which helped me to frame my questions 

and my analysis. 

I first became interested in public art, as a preteen, with my introduction to 

Classical Antiquities, starting with Egyptian, Greek, and Roman antiquities, in that order. 

The hieroglyphic inscriptions on the pillars of Karnack, the gigantic statues in Abu-

Simbel, the murals in the royal chambers, and, as cliché as it is, the pyramids in Giza – 

fascinated my young mind and fueled even more curiosity. What do these symbols, 

engravings, images, pictures mean, and for whom?  In high school, World History and 

Art History were my favorite subjects.  By then, my mind was already saturated with 
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Egyptian art, whether real (from books and documentaries) or contrived (from 

commercial films), so I moved on to new material, digesting copious amounts of Zeus 

and his escapades, Mt. Olympia’s inhabitants and their earthly manifestations (including 

temples, monuments, and statues), and as their narratives live eternally in all the Greek 

tragedies, as appropriated by contemporary story tellers (filmmakers). The Romans 

borrowed a great number of their architectural designs from the Greeks (examples 

include the amphitheater and natural sound system), so classical Greek public art lives on 

as manifested in The Forum – one of the most visited tourist sites in Rome. Indeed, when 

I first had the opportunity to go to Europe, Italy was my number one destination – having 

the most pressing need to see The Coliseum, The Pantheon, and the ruins in Pompeii and 

Herculean. Needless to say, the presence of public art, whether in the form or architecture 

or sculpture or murals, has been a big part of the visual landscape of my mind.  

 

Developing an Interest in Public Art  

When I first visited Philadelphia in March 2004,
1
 without any self-imposed 

constraints as to where and what I “should see,” (not having listened to relatives’ and 

friends’ impressions and experiences
2
 of the city limit my own experience and inherent 

                                                           
1
 To visit Temple University for the first time and to speak to Dr. Jhala about my plans to 

enter the Anthropology PhD program with a focus on Visual Anthropology 

2
 In early 2004, when I told my sisters, cousins, and close friends that Temple University 

in Philadelphia is one of the schools I will be applying to, for the PhD program in 

Anthropology, all of them only had negative things to say about the city: “too old, ugly, 

dirty” (from my sister), “too many blacks there” (from my cousin) (racializing space, 

“you won’t like it there” (from my friend’s boyfriend). 
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need to explore), I allowed myself to drive all over and around the city, to simply 

explore, to “get lost” – thereby, witnessing the diverse cityscape and demographics of the 

city with my own eyes.  From the calmness and familiarity I felt in Rittenhouse Square, 

to the shock and incomprehensibility of the decrepit and decaying condition of the 

infrastructure in North Philadelphia, at that moment, the state of contradictions, that is 

Philadelphia, was indelibly born in my consciousness – how is it that this well re-known 

city, a historical foundation of The United States of America, the most powerful country 

in the world
3
 could have and allow such broken down and crumbling conditions in this 

once prestigious city?  I had never seen a “ghetto,” until then.  I only knew the “sight and 

sound” from the movies – a “some place out there” concept – a non-real place; not unlike 

an abstract concept/idea. Surely, I thought, having come from California, “Americans 

don’t live that way.” My weekend tour of Philadelphia, in March 2004, jarred that 

“reality” I had in my head – to the realization, that, yes, numerous abandoned decrepit 

buildings with broken and/or boarded up windows (some with burnt structures) and 

littered with trash and graffiti, coexist in a city (in a relatively short distance) with 

Rittenhouse Square – with its cosmopolitan stores, sidewalk restaurants, and a park with 

a cornucopia of social gatherings.  Most noticeably, everywhere in the “less developed” 

areas and in-between and around the “more cosmopolitan” areas, large scale wall 

paintings abound.  Why are there so many murals in Philadelphia, I thought to myself. 

What do the images mean and for whom?  Who created them?  Why are some in good 

                                                           
3
 In 2004, the U.S.A. was still standing firm as the “most powerful country in the world” 

– both economically and politically. 



4 

 

condition (with landscaped fenced foreground) while others are evidently “forgotten” 

(faded with peeling paint and littered with trash, some defaced with graffiti)?  Hence, the 

topic for my research project was born. 

 In retrospect, I was extremely perplexed by the appearance of the city – the 

juxtaposition between clean middle class and wealthy enclaves (such as Rittenhouse 

Square) and dilapidated North Philadelphia. The image of disintegrating old homes, with 

no windows, some with burnt parts and graffiti, and littered with urban refuse – was 

seared in my head. As I read urban ethnographies and urban theory, I sought to make 

sense of the scenario and learned how this came about.  

 

Research Questions    

 The overwhelming ubiquity of (and demand for) these large scale paintings brings 

to fore the undeniable aggressive effort to literally paint Philadelphia with murals, while 

at the same time, calls into question how these figurative wall-sized paintings vastly 

improve the lives and neighborhoods in which these paintings are found.  With 

Philadelphia suffering the consequences of deindustrialization and neoliberal 

globalization  characterized by high poverty and inequality and consistently low rankings  

in quality of life indicators by the national media, what role did murals play in change? 

Do murals mask urban problems by literally painting over blight, and, therefore distract 

from vital issues?  Alternately, are murals a beacon of hope in an aging post-

industrialized city?  Are community art programs efficacious in their efforts to transform 

youth and provide them with creative and productive outlets?  Lastly, how do these 
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murals contribute to the city – socially, culturally, and economically?  Thusly, by casting 

an ethnographic eye on the changing missions and practices of the MAP within the 

context of its changing missions, I can compare the goals of the program - to transform 

youth and communities as well as to provide hope for a better city. A discussion of 

murals in Philadelphia underscores the importance of understanding public artwork in an 

urban setting, specifically, with respect to the image-makeover, and, ultimately, the 

economic vitality of The City of Brotherly Love, where, presently, the creative economy 

is the marketing force that undergirds tourism as well as recruitment of creative 

knowledge workers as residents.  

As my graduate training in cultural anthropology proceeded, in both visual and 

urban anthropology, I prepared to do this research. My initial questions emerged from the 

claims that the MAP made on its map site and in its public events. With it “art saves 

lives” and “art ignites change” slogan, the MAP follows the ideology that art is an 

instrument of change – in its capacity to transform the lives of individuals, including their 

physical and social environments.
4
  Herein, lies the sphinx – how is this so?  In post-

industrial Philadelphia, how do beautification programs uplift the city and its denizens?  

Do murals mask urban problems by literally painting over blight, and, therefore distract 

from vital issues?  Alternately, are murals a beacon of hope in an aging post-

industrialized city?  As I began my fieldwork, I became aware that the history of the 

                                                           
4
 Prior to summer 2010, the MAP’s slogan was “art saves lives.” Presently, it is “art 

ignites change.” 
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MAP paralleled the history of the city’s economic strategies for urban revitalization in a 

postindustrial world. 

Methodology 

 

 The field site for this US-based ethnography is the city of Philadelphia, 

Pennsylvania.  This research study employs the following in its methodology: archival 

research, participant observation, interviews, visual and audio documentation, and 

documentation of contemporary media coverage of the MAP and tourism related 

economic strategies. Web site analysis was also an important source of data. For my 

research, I attended, participated and observed seven public talks and nine mural 

dedications, and experienced nine mural tours (eight trolley tours and one walking tour).  

All public events I attended and participated in were visually documented (still and/or 

moving images).  Within this time span of active research, I interviewed “various 

publics” - a diverse audience of eighteen individuals, with different backgrounds.  My 

informants include Metropolitan Philadelphia residents of various locality and mobility, 

such as native Philadelphians, sub-urbanites, and newcomer residents (including students 

and transnational immigrants); artists include those who are self-taught, as well as 

academically trained. Concurrent to my participatory research, I had been documenting 

contemporary media coverage of public art in Philadelphia, especially those directly 

related to the MAP, in its partnership with private organizations and public agencies - as 

part of Philadelphia’s creative economy industry. 
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Framing Literature 

 The following will address several themes in the literature which are germane to 

this project- The role of art in transforming space, individuals and communities as in 

spatial sanitation (removal of both moral and physical pollution) celebrating heritage, 

producing tourist sites, and in postindustrial strategies for branding the city as a 

commodity to encourage the upscaling of its physical environment and population. 

This research builds on Douglas’ conception of the relationship of cosmology to 

social organization (1966, 1970), and the role that art plays in representation and cultural 

politics (Price 2005).  In Philadelphia, dirt and pollution (Douglas 1966), in both the 

material (urban decay) and moral sense (crime and social disorder) are recognized by city 

politicians,
5
  news organizations,

 6
  and the local citizenry. As a counter to “danger-

beliefs” (Douglas 1966: 3), art has been construed as having a civilizing mission (Price 

2005).  The civilizing concept of art is that it can be used (and is used) as an instrument 

of change – for the “good” [utopian allusions] of the individual and the community, at 

large.  This idea is most apropos in the case of cultural politics and the marketing of 

murals in Philadelphia.  Individual and social change through the arts is the mission and 

                                                           
5
 These issues have been used as platforms by government officials 

6
 In an article entitled “Literally Speaking, Philly’s In a World of Dirt” Philadelphia 

Daily News writer Jason Nark describes “empty lots and stretches of land near railroad 

tracks have become public dumps filled with construction materials, tires, broken 

televisions, and bloated trash bags…plastic bags snagged in the branches…bottles, soggy 

cigarette packs, and empty snack bags piled high in an empty lot,” noting that in the 

city’s annual Spring Clean Up of 2010, 1.3 million pounds of trash was picked-up. 
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claims of the MAP, with its current slogan “art ignites change” having evolved from “art 

saves lives” (as of summer 2010). 

 The ideology that art can be used as an instrument of social change is not a new 

concept.  In the United States, in the late 1950s and early 1960s, the impetus toward the 

development and promotion of art programs was evident in both the political and 

economic fronts (Zukin 1989). During this time in American history, two of the most 

influential art organizations came into prominence.  The art and culture branch of the 

Ford Foundation values art as “an essential component of a healthy and democratic 

society”
 7

 - among its many goals is the advancement of human welfare and the reduction 

of poverty.  The establishment of the National Endowment of the Arts is based on the 

ideology that art promotes nation-building (“A great nation deserves great art”) and 

creates “a better place to live” (livable environment).
 8

   

 The enactment of “art as nation-building” is performed culturally through social 

interactions by social actors, and its manifestations, such as staging culture and 

performing difference (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1991, 1998). This is the business of the 

                                                           
7
 The Ford Foundation program on the humanities and arts was first established in 1957.  

Its mission: contributing to the intellectual capital and economic vitality of communities; 

strengthen artists and cultural organizations to enable them to express cultural values and 

perspectives more powerfully in a fast-paced world; foster the creation and sharing of 

new art as well as the documentation, preservation and revitalization of traditional 

creative forms (accessed online April 28, 2008). 

8
 The National Endowment for the Arts is a public agency dedicated to supporting 

excellence in the arts, both new and established; bringing the arts to all Americans; and 

providing leadership in arts education. Established by Congress in 1965 as an 

independent agency of the federal government, the Endowment is the nation's largest 

annual funder of the arts, bringing great art to all 50 states, including rural areas, inner 

cities, and military bases (accessed online April 28, 2008). 
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MAP and a host of art and commerce organizations such as the Greater Philadelphia 

Cultural Alliance (GPCA), the Greater Philadelphia Chamber of Commerce (GPCC), the 

Greater Philadelphia Tourism Marketing Corporation (GPTMC), and the Philadelphia 

Office of Arts, Culture and the Creative Economy (OACCE) – and the cultural politics 

that promote their common goals. Staging culture is exercised by the MAP and its 

partners/collaborators/sponsors through site location and thematic edification, and by the 

GPCA, GPCC, and GPTMC through selective advertising and promotions.  By 

accentuating the “unique history of Philadelphia neighborhoods” and re-creating certain 

images (cultural reproduction), the MAP performs difference. Thus, visual, textual, and 

historical narratives – in the form of murals – publicly displayed are cultural products of 

the heritage industry; an industry that is vital to the economic subsistence of a post-

industrial city.  Heritage production entails “conflating [a] sense of the actual historical 

site with the techniques for producing its effect” (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998: 7).   A 

significant aspect of the marketing of Philadelphia as a tourist destination is to convince 

potential visitors that Philadelphia is a “warm and friendly place.”  This is exercised 

through aggressive promotion at the hands of the GPTMC.  According to Richard 

Dilworth, the GPTMC “capitalizes on the notion of Philadelphia as [a] strong, [and a] 

close-knit community” (2006: 1). Moreover, Dilworth points out that this action is a 

“conscious attempt to commodify [a] community for the sake of tourist dollars” (2006: 

3).  Thus, heritage production and the tourism industry are business partners in their 

creative attempts to stimulate the local economy. 
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Economic Revitalization: Art and Commerce  

  In Destination Culture (1998), Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett addresses the 

tourism economy and the cultural (re)production of heritage.  Both private and public 

exhibition (i.e., consumption) capitalize on visual interest
9
 and driven by political 

economy (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998: 9). In The Tourist (1999), MacCannell observes 

that, global speaking, in post-industrial modern societies, local economy is based on 

aesthetic production and presentation.  Tourism has become a commodity, to be 

purchased and experienced (MacCannell 1999: xv).  Writing in the late 90s, Lucy 

Lippard prognosticates that due to the foreseen economic losses due to the changing 

global economy, tourism is seen as the “magic solution” to the economic problems of the 

global industry (in MacCannell 1999: x).  Gable and Handler maintain that tourism is an 

essential fact of modernity (2005).  Overall, tourism relies heavily on the consumption of 

visual images. However, tourism requires safe and clean spaces. City planners and 

developers recognize the need for beautification programs for aesthetics uplift and to 

sanitize spaces – this is vital for tourism to be an integral part of the city’s economic 

strategy. This type of tourism directly serves the well-to-do in the city while the poor 

receive the trickle down effects of “aesthetic uplift.” 

 According to Brash, in order for a city to make itself attractive to tourist dollars, it 

has to fashion itself as a product – that is, “branded, marketed, and developed” (2011: 

129).  Brash described the process and the (implicit) goal: “This branding entailed the  [1] 

                                                           
9
 Visual interest resonates with Gell’s conception of art as having agency (capacity to 

captivate/move/act) (1998). 
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application of specific techniques of knowledge production, [2] the linkage and 

substantiation of several domains of urban governance by the city’s luxury city brand, [3] 

the deployment of urban imaginaries, [part of 3] and plans for the transformation of the 

city’s landscape” (2011: 129). Specific techniques of knowledge production involve 

construction, commodification, and consumption. Construction involves cultural 

production.
10

  Commodification involves an item (material or direct/ mediated 

experience)
11

  that has exchange or trade value (or status value or has a “particular 

meaning” for a “particular audience”).
12

  Consumption is the use/buying of said 

item/product.  Consumption is the end goal of cultural producers – because consumption 

equates to profitability, or at the very least, enough “value exchange” to repeat the cycle 

of cultural production. Cultural producers dictate what is worth consuming – what is 

“cool,” “the latest,” “what’s in” versus “what’s out” – signifiers of cultural and social 

capital, and social acceptability for a certain class – in Bourdieu’s terminology, signifiers 

of legitimate culture. 

                                                           
10

 For example, Disneyland: “The Happiest Place on Earth” 

11
 Direct and mediated experience such as sports and entertainment; sporting events 

include participatory activities (skiing, white water rafting, bungee jumping – activities 

that involve a particular location and specific equipment – all costing more than a dollar) 

and non-participatory/voyeuristic events – all professional sports, gambling/betting on 

sports events; entertainment includes live entertainment (concerts/musicals, elaborate 

Las-Vegas type shows, theater) and non-live/mediate/digital – video games and other 

cyber-matrix-creations) 

12
 For example, fetishism of commodification (ex: past – foot binding in China; present - 

$15,000 Hermes bags – limited edition) and/or conspicuous consumption (ex: luxury 

brand goods – iphone and Apple products; $200 True Religion jeans; diamond grille (in 

the mouth); Hummers) 
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 Linkage and substantiation of several domains of urban governance involves 

political actors in the public realm (OACCE and city employees who are on the MAP 

Board of Directors), in the private realm (the sponsors – over 200 of them), as well as 

NGOs (GPTMC, GPCC, GPCA, and PHS) who actively support the MAP and who are 

funded by both public and private monies.  The deployment of urban imaginaries is the 

role of the MAP – as it employs art to transform the urban landscape and art education to 

“civilize” “at-risk” youth and the incarcerated.  Thusly, the transformation of the city’s 

landscape is made possible by the combined efforts and resources of the political actors 

in urban governance and the artistic vision of the MAP – in “beautifying and cleaning-

up” neighborhoods in its attempts to counter the image of an urban city in crisis, in order 

to attract investors, tourists, “desired residents,” and be qualified enough to be a player in 

the national scene and global scale, comparable to New York City and Washington D.C. 

– Philadelphia’s inter-city competitors in the Northeast. 

  

Art and Uplift of Lower Classes 

 Aesthetic uplift and spatial sanitation in the form of mural-making is precisely the 

process Cockcroft and Barnet-Sáanchez are referring to when they talk about street 

murals as an “inexpensive means of urban revitalization and constructive youth activity” 

(1993: 12) – in other words, reclaiming slums and providing constructive outlets for 

“socially disadvantaged” youth. Cockcroft and Barnet-Sáanchez claims are not unlike the 

original mission of the MAP - with its social programs aimed at transforming “at-risk” 

youth” and rehabilitating prisoners through art education. This social movement aspect of 
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the MAP was central to its founding as the Anti-Graffiti Network (1984) - having been 

brought to Philadelphia, by Jane Golden, the founding leader of the AGN and Executive 

Director of the MAP.   

 The structural disintegration/decomposition and moral decline of the urban 

environment (resonates with Douglas’ notion of structural decay and moral chaos) is 

well documented by Melvin Delgado in Death at an Early Age and the Urban Scene 

(2003).  Here, Delgado astutely notes, the major issue found in low-income, urban 

communities of color is death at an early age from violence, illness, or some other tragic 

event
13

 (2003: 5).  For Delgado, murals are a “community capacity enhancement 

initiatives” (2003: 66).  With specific regard to memorial murals, Delgado emphasizes its 

creation and display as an aspect of community healing by “findings ways to honor the 

dead and [help them grieve]” (2003: 5).  Thus, for Delgado, murals are a kind of social 

agent (community healing quality) made possible by an ideology carried out by an 

organization (social movement).  In this case, the MAP’s cause is a social movement and 

it acts as a social agent (instrument of change) – an entity that has the capacity to initiate 

events and is a performer of social action (Gell 1998).  Similar “art for social change” or 

“art for social justice” movements are found in other countries. One country that has 

sustained this movement is Ireland. It has been documented since the 1980s.
14

   MAP 

                                                           
13

 In Philadelphia, death from fire occurs in poor neighborhoods during the fall and 

winter months. 

14
 Rolston, Bill.  Politics and Painting: Murals and Conflict in Northern Ireland (1991). 
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artists have worked on mural projects in Ireland (2005 and 2011).  Since 2008, Hanoi 

(Vietnam) has been undergoing a vast art for aesthetic and spiritual uplift projects.  

Overall, these movements and projects are premised on the idea that art has the capacity 

to change, to transform, to make things better – to uplift people in marginal spaces and 

uplift spaces that are marginalized. 

A discussion of economic revitalization necessarily bring to fore issues related to 

political economy.  With respect to public art in Philadelphia, sociopolitical actors play a 

major role in the display of historical recreations and tourist attractions (Kirshenblatt-

Gimblett 1998: 1).  Overall, the political economy of art, in post-industrial Philadelphia, 

broaches a topic that holds much significance to The City of Brotherly Love, namely, the 

“ascendancy of tourism, production of heritage, [and the] social efficacy of the arts” 

(Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998: 1). Herein, lies the foundation of my research project – how 

do public art projects, like murals, uplift citizens, neighborhoods, and contribute to the 

city’s economy? 

The cultural (re)production of heritage, of identity (neighborhood and group 

[representation]), of what is “worth seeing” speaks volumes to Abner Cohen’s assertion 

with regard to the nexus of culture and politics and performance (1993).  In Masquerade 

Politics, Cohen (1993) addresses the political dimension of art.  Specifically, Cohen 

focuses on the interplay of politics and performance in the structure of urban cultural 

movements and organizations: “the political is constantly expressed, articulated and 

objectified in terms of cultural forms and performances” (1993: 8).  In this sense, mural 

art, and the themes embedded and embodied within these cultural forms articulate 
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meaning in different levels for various audiences. This is precisely the issue with 

representation and positionality in an organization inherently (structurally) embedded in a 

web of micro-politics and macro-politics. This could not be more evident than it is in 

Philadelphia and the MAP’s role in the city’s economic revitalization
15

 with its 

partnership with OACCE. 

 In Philadelphia, numerous abandoned lots are what Kirshenblatt-Gimblett refers 

to as “site[s] of evocative ruin” (1998: 9).  However, restored lots, similar to those 

generated by the MAP and in collaboration with a host of other neighborhood 

transformation programs, such as Philly Green (operated by the Pennsylvania 

Horticultural Society), and promoted by the GPTMC (tourism), speak of money for 

Philadelphia.
16

 This “heritage production,” as Kirshenblatt-Gimblett adeptly puts it 

(1998: 9), is the product of “conflating [a] sense of the actual historical site with the 

techniques for producing its effect” (1998: 7).  A significant aspect of the marketing of 

Philadelphia as a tourist destination is to convince potential visitors that Philadelphia is a 

“warm and friendly place.”  This is exercised through aggressive promotion at the hands 

of the GPTMC.
17

 Thus, the economy of cultural production in Philadelphia, involves 

                                                           
15

 As a hybrid organization, the MAP is funded by private sponsors and public monies. 

16
 Mural tours transport visitors to four area destinations (including North Philadelphia, 

South Philadelphia, West Philadelphia), however, tourists return to the main commercial 

area, Center City (and its periphery), where local establishments gain their business. 

17
 An example of this is the latest edition of Travel and Leisure Magazine which 

designated Philadelphia as “America’s Favorite City” (October 2011). 
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heritage production and the tourism industry, business partners
18

 in their efforts to 

promote cultural consumption (both visual and material) in post-industrialized 

Philadelphia. It is and economic strategy in order to maintain a modicum of economic 

sustainability in a globalized world.  

 

Tourism, Dirt, Racialized Spatial Imaginaries and Removing Pollution 

 With the help of the MAP, neighborhoods construct community identity and local 

prestige (Appadurai 1986) through visual pictorial statements that embody their heritage 

(such as the African-American Iconography mural tour) or “local color” (Italian heritage 

in South Philadelphia).  

 To create a tourist destination, a “basic component for their motivation to travel” 

(MacCannell 1999:10) has to be created.  Kirshenblatt-Gimblett observes that “tourists 

travel to actual destinations to experience virtual places” (1998: 9).  These virtual places 

are bereft of crime and uncleanliness.
19

  - after all, why spend (hard earned) money to see 

something that can easily be been or uncovered in any major city? Tourists seek 

“therapy” – be it the superficial (aestheticized, constructed, inauthentic) kind – the kind 

that insulates them (outsiders) from the structural degradation that pervades areas outside 

of Center City.  Indeed, as Mary Douglas (1966) affirms, dirt is pollution, and pollution is 

                                                           
18

 The business partnership of art and commerce is not a novel concept – it dates back to 

(at least) sites of religious significance (pilgrimages) and historical significance 

(cosmological and ancestral sites) 

19
 After all, why spend (hard earned) money to see something that can easily be been or 

uncovered in any major city? 
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not what tourists come to see and pay for.  A “disneyfied experience” is what tourists 

seek and pay for – it’s a “feel good” experience, bereft of any threat of disorder.  

 Pollution or dirt in the form of crime and social disorder is not an image that is 

pleasing to the public, and therefore not marketable. This is the reason, according to 

Dilworth (2006), why an image makeover was necessary – because non-Philadelphians, 

such as potential tourists and other visitors (the local income from the use of the 

convention center) would not want to come to a place, much less spend money, in a place 

they find threatening. The sine qua non is that manifestations of pollution discourages 

tourism, a form of economic subsistence, necessary for a large city that has lost status, 

prestige, and power due to deindustrialization.  

 The actions produced as a result of beliefs associated with “pollution” is 

constructed and reproduced in the “white spatial imaginary.”  According to Lipsitz, in 

How Racism Takes Place (2011), in the “white spatial imaginary,” white people conceive 

white space as being pure, private, clean, organized, controlled, secure, and predictable:  

“The white spatial imaginary has cultural as well as social consequences. It structures 

feelings as well as social institutions. The white spatial imaginary idealizes “pure” and 

homogeneous spaces, controlled environments, and predictable patterns of design and 

behavior.” (2011: 29) Lipsitz’s notion of “pure spaces” compliments Douglas’ notion of 

“purity” in contrast to “dirt, moral pollution, and danger” (1966).  Accordingly, “In order 

to have pure and homogenized spaces, ‘impure’ populations have to be removed and 

marginalized” (Lipsitz 2011:29). Such was the moral geography of European colonists – 

with their ethnocentric and Eurocentric beliefs (non-white was equated with being “less 
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than human” – savage, barbaric, uncivil, dirty, morally polluted and criminally inclined) 

and practices (removal/eradication, containment/marginalization, constrain/limit access to 

resources to prevent social integration (i.e., Jim Crow laws) and breeding (contamination) 

that would foster reproduction (both biological and cultural - i.e., anti-miscegenation 

laws)), thereby, ensuring the continued benefits of the possessive investments in 

whiteness. 

 As Lipsitz astutely observes, “Because whiteness rarely speaks its names or 

admits to its advantages, it requires the construction of a devalued and even demonized 

Blackness to be credible and legitimate” (2011:37).  It is precisely this “loud silence” that 

allows the perpetuation of white privilege – “whiteness” is the standard within with all 

others’ experiences are measured and gauged; it is the “default race.” The corollary is 

that non-whites, particularly blacks, are construed as un-pure, public, un-clean, 

disorganized, un-controlled, unsecure (crime-ridden, violent), and chaotic.  Blackness is 

perceived as the anti-thesis of whiteness. Even in literature (both classic and modern) 

“whiteness” is associated with goodness and purity (protagonists are always dressed in 

white or have a “white light” surrounding them) and “blackness” is associated with 

“darkness and evil” (for example, the term “dark forces” connotes harm and danger; no 

one says “white forces” because it’s assumed that a “good force” is not black (in color) or 

non-black (in race); antagonists are always darker in complexion; protagonists are always 

lighter in complexion; thus, the “default” good is “white”).  The power of such “default 

color/race/class social identity” is so profound and pervasive that well-intentioned 
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Americans of European heritage are not conscious and aware of the privileges it affords 

them.
20

 

 As previously stated, throughout U.S. history, various manifestations of 

“whiteness” are glaringly evident, yet conspicuously absent in academic discourse and 

vernacular conversation. The lack of visibility and noticeability of “whiteness” is a 

product of its normativeness and cultural conditioning; from the plantation, to the prison, 

and the ghetto, “racialized space has come to be seen as natural in this nation” (Lipsitz 

2011:52).  

 In order to legitimize and morally justify white privilege, whites had to demonize 

blacks.  Accordingly, in their “white spatial imaginary,” white people perceive “black 

space” as un-pure, un-clean, disorganized, un-controlled, loud (prone to “making a public 

scene/commotion” – loud voice, loud talk, disorderly conduct, disturbing the public 

peace), unsecure (crime-ridden, violent – morally polluted), and chaotic.  This gave the 

“god-fearing” European colonists and their descendants the justification, the moral 

imperative to “civilize” blacks – through subjugation, oppression, and other means of 

control (such as punishment and imprisonment), at the same time exploiting their labor in 

the process. Suffice it to say, the latter had an economic component.  Lipsitz described 

                                                           
20

 Based on personal experience, I can attest that none of my “white” friends felt and 

acted privileged. In truth, some of them disliked the term “white” – preferring a regional 

identity (for example: Californian, specifically Southern Californian – indicating a 

lifestyle different from Northern Californians). Moreover, it was considered “un-cool” to 

not have friends of different racial/ethnic backgrounds – this meant that one was 

“culturally challenged” and “lacking in social skills” – unworldly, backwards, red-neck, 

country-bumpkin, socially inept, un-modern – in other words, lacking cultural and social 

capital. 
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how the seeds of capitalism evolved into a threat to “whiteness”:  “Although the white 

spatial imaginary originates mainly in appeals to the financial interests of whites rather 

than to simple fears of otherness, over time it produces a fearful relationship to the 

specter of Blackness” (2011: 37). In the present, the fear of “blackness” continues – of 

the black male (sexual violence), of black space (lowering property value), and of black 

expressive culture (art and music – ghetto, inner-city, low class).  

 In describing how the “racialization of space and spatialization of race” transpires, 

Lipsitz used an “inkwell” as a metaphor for notions of “contamination.” Ink is dark in 

color – and in the white spatial imaginary, dark or black signifies something “dirty” and 

“bad” – therefore blackness incites fear, and this blackness must be avoided or it will 

contaminate and “moral pollution” (and chaos and disorder) will spread.  Such is the fear 

in the power of blackness to contaminate (and spread danger and disorder) that in the 

white spatial imaginary, extreme measures had to be taken to make sure such 

contamination (integration, breeding) does not happen (Jim Crow laws, anti-

miscegenation laws).  It is likely that the “inkwell contamination” idea/notion/belief is 

the likely source of the “drop of black blood” race identification in United States. 

 Notwithstanding the understated power of whiteness and the privileges it affords 

at the expense of non-whites, as Lipsitz observes, African-American have battled for 

“resources, rights, and recognition” (2011: 53). These battles have transpired in the pubic 

stage as civil rights protests took place in “stores, lunch counters, on trains and buses, and 

in schools.” (2011: 53). For blacks, traditionally land was shared social space; in contrast 

to whites who perceive land as disposable private property (Lipsitz 2011:52).  
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Accordingly, “The Black spatial imaginary turned sites for performance and prayer into 

venues for public political mobilization…Places designed for power and performance 

quickly become sites for politics, while political gatherings signal their legitimacy by 

incorporating elements of prayer and performance inside them“ (Lipsitz 2011:59).  For 

blacks, prayer “in the house of god” (the white man’s god) legitimized the need to 

vocalize and address their oppression at the hands of the white man. Prayer and 

performance united and created a powerful synergizing experience – as preacher and 

audience vocally reciprocated each other’s expressions of discontent, grievance, and 

salvation. Thusly, for blacks, historically, public space is a site of empowerment – it is a 

place to protest and to address social inequities and injustices.  It comes as no surprise 

that blacks are known for their ingenuity and contributions to American history and 

culture – with specific regard to sports, music, arts, and entertainment – all performance 

based activities (all requiring a an audience to be validated and economically feasible – 

i.e., art and commerce) that transpire in a public space/stage/arena; one such expression 

of black expressive culture is street art. 

 

Art:  Social Transformation vs. Reproduction of Hierarchy 

In separate and complimentary treatises, both Arjun Appadurai (1988) and Alfred 

Gell (1998) discuss the power of things and objects.  Their ideas about the value and 

meaning of art (commodity, thing, or object) in a relational context or social context have 



22 

 

vastly contributed to my personal understanding
21

 of the “meaning and value of art,” and, 

thusly, I am applying these concepts and theories to the understanding of the to the 

making (cultural production) and consumption (visual and material) of public art in 

Philadelphia, such as murals.  In the following section, I will delineate Appadurai's idea 

of the "social life of things" and delve into Gell's "agency of the object" (1998), with 

respect to how their ideas explicate the power of murals in the popular imagination. 

 First, allow me to forefront that Appadurai acknowledges that the definition of 

commodity he proffers is a resounding “break from Marx’s definition” (1988:13), which, 

generally speaking, has been the commonly held definition
22

 in the Political and Social 

Sciences.  For Appadurai, commodities “are things with a particular type of potential” 

(6); it can be “any thing intended for exchange” (9); and “shared and circulated (12).  

Following Appadurai’s delineation, it can be argued then, that the murals produced and 

circulated by the MAP are commodities.   In addition, commodities hold specific 

characteristics that are all applicable to the understanding of murals and the power they 

hold in the popular imagination.  Commodity phase is the temporal and spatial life-span 

of a thing (13).  For example, depending on the site, neighborhood location, maintenance, 

and perceived relevance, different murals hold varying degrees of significance (to 

different publics), and, therefore, longevity, in these publics’ consciousness.
23

 Commodity 

                                                           
21

 A part of my intellectual biography. 

22
 Marx’s definition of commodity: material things that people produce; product of labor; 

something made (ex: pants). 

23
 In terms of longevity and significance, with over 2800 murals that the MAP boasts it 

has created, only a select few make into media publication as found in Golden’s 2002 and 



23 

 

candidacy is the meaning attributed to a thing/image (14).  Commodity context 

encompasses the variety of social arenas/cultural units (15) that potentially can provide 

meaning to a thing.  Thusly, the context of a commodity is affected by “social contest and 

individual taste” (17) and by “local competition and community rivalry” (24).  Art, in 

general, and public art and murals, are such entities whose meaning will vary 

(polysemic), depending on the social and cultural domain – such is the nature of 

commodity context. 

 Similar to Appadurai, Gell gives precedence to social context in the understanding 

of human behavior.  According to Gell, in Art and Agency (1998), the aim of 

anthropological theory is to make sense of behavior in the context of social relations (i.e. 

social reciprocity/exchange, socio-economic inequities, and differential power 

relationships) (1998:11).  Moreover, the aim of the anthropological theory of art is to 

account for the production and circulation of art objects as a function of this relational 

context (11) – i.e., “objects” merge with “people” by virtue of the existence of social 

relations between persons and things, and persons and persons via things (13).  Gell 

contends images are not without meaning and generate meaning, and therefore, have 

agency.  Gell defines agency
24

 as an entity that has the capacity to initiate events and is a 

                                                                                                                                                                             

2006 opus, and the picture cards sold at the 25
th

 Birthday Celebration (October 10, 2008).  

This begs the question: Why are some murals more worthy of public display (significant), 

i.e., mass media public circulation (books and cards), than others? (related to Gell’s 

conception of “index”) 

24
 Agency is manifested in two ways: (1) psychological – for example, impressing a 

spectator or arousing a spectator erotically; (2) physical (interactive) - for example, 

kissing a “holy icon” and “getting cured” (many Catholic instances) (Gell 1998:66).  A 
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performer of social action (16).  Gell uses concepts such as the index, social agent, artist, 

patient, recipient, and prototype to illustrate his point that objects hold the capacity to 

exercise social action.  Overall, the issue of the representation of images within murals 

and murals as art objects can be accounted for in terms of production
25

 and circulation
26

 

in a relational context
27

 (Gell 1998).  With regard to varied audiences and competing 

positionalities, mural-making and mural-marketing, as creative human enterprises, is 

situated within the domain of the human sensorium (Howes 2003).  As products of 

commerce and art, murals are an aspect of the human sensory experience in a field of 

cultural elaboration - an arena for structuring social roles and interactions (Howes 2003).  

As Bourdieu illustrates, the choices we make, whether explicit or implicit (in art, food, or 

any visual and material product), not only is an act of classification, but, in it of itself, 

classifies the classifier, as belonging to one group or another. Expressing preference is an 

act of expressing social difference and stratification. 

                                                                                                                                                                             

big component of the psychological aspect of agency is captivation: the primordial kind 

of artistic agency; “powerful magical associations” – unfathomable provenience – 

“cannot mentally encompass the process of its origination” (ex: how did the Egyptians 

make the pyramids? Why were the moas created?); incommensurability of creative 

powers (ex: Gothic cathedrals in Europe); index as socially efficacious due to inequality 

attributed to magical powers (art of seduction);  the demoralization produced by the 

spectacle of unimaginable virtuosity – ensues from the spectator becoming trapped within 

the index because the index embodies agency which is essentially indecipherable (Gell 

1998: 69).  

25
 Who or what determines which murals are to be painted? What common themes are 

displayed publicly? 

26
 Do certain murals truly represent the neighborhoods and communities they purport to 

represent?  Why are there no murals in good neighborhoods? 

27
 What thematic ideas are repeated in the portrayal of “significant people” and 

“significant events?”  Are there “forgotten voices?” 
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Gell (1998) maintains that the aim of the anthropological theory of art is to 

account for the production and circulation of art objects as a function of this relational 

context. Using Bourdieu’s concepts in Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment of 

Taste (1984) and relating it to Gell’s concepts, it can be said that economy of cultural 

goods (production) and the cultural consumption (circulation) of visual and material 

products (such as art objects) function as social markers. Bourdieu states: 

Sociology endeavours to establish the conditions in which the consumers of 

cultural goods, and their taste for them, are produced, and at the same time to 

describe the different ways of appropriating such of these objects as are regarded 

at a particular moment as works of art, and the social conditions of the 

constitution of the mode of appropriation that is considered legitimate (1984:1). 

 

 In Philadelphia, with four schools concentrated on the arts (Art Institute of 

Philadelphia, Moore College of Art and Design, Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Art, and 

Tyler School of Art), numerous (small and large) art organizations (such as Fleischer Art 

Memorial, Taller Puertoriquenno, Village of Arts and the Humanities, and the Mural Arts 

Program), and a contingent of individual artists (whether self-taught or academically 

trained), the notion of legitimate art, or what constitutes legitimate art, is matter of 

preference – in Bourdieu’s words, “taste.” Moreover, as Bourdieu asserts, this preference 

is shaped by upbringing and education: “Scientific observation shows that cultural needs 

are the product of upbringing and education…To the socially recognized hierarchy of the 

arts, and within each of them, of genres, schools or periods, corresponds a social 

hierarchy of the consumers. This predisposes tastes to function as markers of ‘class’” 

(1984:1). In the case of the cultural products of the MAP (murals), preliminary research 

on the subject at hand (What do the various murals mean? Why are there so many? Why 
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are some well maintained and others are not?), illicit a most contentious response. Based 

on casual conversations alone (with long-time residents and transitory residents), it is 

revealed that some people in Philadelphia either really loathe the large public paintings, 

while others appreciate it. This “appreciation” or lack thereof is a form or 

communication.  According to Bourdieu, consumption, or the its opposite, the preference 

or choice not to consume a particular cultural product (in the visual and material sense) is 

an act of communication: “Consumption is a stage in a process of communication, that is, 

an act of deciphering, decoding, which presupposes practical or explicit mastery of a 

cipher or code” (1984:2). Refraining from consumption, then, demonstrates lack of 

knowledge or familiarity of “the code.”  Thusly, a Bourdieu claims, “A work of art has 

meaning and interest only for someone who possesses the cultural competence, that is, 

the code, into which it is encoded” (1984:2). Based on preliminary analysis of interviews 

conducted for this project, individuals of African-American/black ancestry appreciate the 

murals that depict important figures in African-American/black history, while individuals 

interviewed who have a different ethnic or cultural background prefer murals with 

landscapes and nature scenes (particularly those by David Guinn. The marked difference 

in “appreciation” and “preference” is described by Bourdieu as “between groups differing 

in their ideas of culture and of the legitimate relation to culture and to works of art, and 

therefore differing in the conditions of acquisition of which these dispositions are the 

product” (1984:1). One of the interviewees was bold in his assessment that Guinn’s 

murals “don’t belong in Philadelphia; they belong in a gallery or museum.”  Clearly, his 

aesthetic disposition captures the very essence of “Taste classifies, and it classifies the 
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classifier” (Bourdieu 1984:5).  Further, “A beholder who lacks the specific code feels lost 

in a chaos of sounds and rhythms, colours and lines, without rhyme or reason” (Bourdieu 

1984:2).  Some black figures depicted on MAP murals have “no meaning” for non-black 

audience. Some ask, “Why are there no white people on the murals?”  Implicit in this 

statement is that far more black figures are represented on the murals than white figures – 

and why is that? The original question begs of “unfairness” and “inequality.”  A closer 

examination reveals there are indeed very few Caucasians depicted on murals.  A non-

scientific enumeration of tribute murals point to only two individuals of non-black 

heritage: Frank Rizzo and Larry Fine (both located in South Philadelphia).  

In the previous section, Appadurai posits that the context of a commodity is 

affected by “social contest and individual taste” (1988:17) and by “local competition and 

community rivalry” (1988: 24). A cultural product is a commodity, and the various 

themes and figures depicted on murals in different parts of the city will not hold the same 

value or meaning for everyone.  Although, art, in general, is polysemic, the preference for 

one or the other does demonstrate taste – taste as an identifier and marker of social 

difference in socially contested spaces. Because spaces are public, and MAP murals are 

specifically created to be seen in an outdoor setting, its presence may illicit a positive 

response or a negative response.  Actors, in Bourdieu’s terminology, social subjects, are 

“classified by their classifications, [and] distinguish themselves by the distinctions they 

make, between the beautiful and the ugly, [and] the distinguished and the vulgar” 

(1984:5). In an earlier preliminary research observation, one man expressed such disdain 

for the murals in Philadelphia he referred to as “gaudy Mexican colors.” These three 
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words alone testify to his feelings about murals (the kind displayed in the city) and the 

social group he identifies with those colors/style. In one short statement, he managed to 

elicit both his elitist and racist attitude.  Bourdieu sums up such manner of exhibiting 

judgment of distaste: 

In fact, through the economic and social conditions which they presuppose the 

different ways of relating to realities and fictions, of believing in fictions and the 

realities they simulate, with more or less distance and detachment, are very 

closely linked to the different possible positions in social space and, consequently, 

bound up with the systems of dispositions (habitus) characteristic of the different 

classes and class fractions (1984:5). 

 

In Philadelphia, the likability for murals depicting black figures over landscapes 

and nature scenes, and vice-versa is a product of the “eye.”  The “eye” as Bourdieu so 

deftly argues, “is a product of history reproduced by education” (1984:2). The “eye” is 

inherently a product of cultural and educational background.  As such, “popular 

judgments of paintings or photographs spring from an ‘aesthetic’ (in fact it is an ethos) 

which is the exact opposite of the Kantian aesthetic”
28

 (1984:4). This is precisely the case 

with native Philadelphians’ view about Dr. J (the man and the image) – the multi-story 

mural depicting his likeness (figurative painting) is much admired and revered (almost 

sacred). It is one of the more prominent figures depicted in the African-American 

Iconography mural tour.  Certainly, there are those who do not consider mural art art – it 

is not part of their discourse; it remains unspoken (like an illegitimate child).  

The denial of lower, coarse, vulgar, venal, servile - in a word, natural— 

enjoyment, which constitutes the sacred sphere of culture, implies an affirmation 

of the superiority of those who can be satisfied with the sublimated, refined, 

                                                           
28

 Defined as sensual, without being vulgar; perceptive without being didactic.  
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disinterested, gratuitous, distinguished pleasures forever closed to the profane. 

That is why art and cultural consumption are predisposed, consciously and 

deliberately or not, to fulfil a social function of legitimating social differences. 

(Bourdieu1984:6) 

 

 Overall, art objects have a “social life” by virtue of human interaction, have the 

capacity to engage, captivate, and transform – therefore have “value” and is 

commodified. At the same time, the consumption of particular art objects demonstrates 

“taste” and marks social difference and maintains social hierarchies. 
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CHAPTER 2: BACKGROUND: PHILADELPHIA’S ECONOMIC HISTORY 

AND CURRENT ECONOMIC STRATEGY  

 

Introduction:  

 This chapter sets the stage in order to address the questions put forth in the 

previous chapter: To understand the place and role of public art in Philadelphia society 

and economy, it is important to put the current economic situation in the context of the 

city’s past poltical and economic history. The interplay between the shift from industrial 

production to a restructured postindustrial economy within the context of globalization 

since WW II has been accompanied by shifts in urban strategies and policies for 

economic development.  In Philadelphia, the 19
th

 century was marked by wealth, 

followed by a steady period of decline that began after WWII. Race and macro-politics 

that have been a part of the American landscape was manifested in the “racialization of 

space.”  In the 1980s, the city recognized it needed an “image make-over” – this was the 

time when the Anti-Graffiti Network emerged. As its role in the “art and culture” scene 

grew, it was renamed the Mural Arts Program and became an integral part of the city 

economic strategy 

 The goals of this chapter are (1) to show the reasons for Philadelphia’s physical 

and economic decline in the late 20
th

 century, (2) the spatial changes in neighborhood 

demography- the changing class and racial boundaries in the city and their implications in 

the founding of AGN, and (3) the ways in which particular strategies of urban 

revitalization, adopted to counter decline, added a new mission to the Mural Arts 

Program. 
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A. From a Time of Wealth to a Period of Decline: 19
th

 Century to Post-1950s  

 The city’s role and contributions to the historical foundation of the United States 

is well accounted for and widely known.  In its current state of post-industrialization, 

with remnants of its “past glory” littered on Broad St, it is easy to forget that the city was 

once a financial and cultural center.  

 In the early 19
th

 century, with an influx of European immigrants (mostly German 

and Irish) and its centralized railroad location (between politics (Washington DC) and 

trade/commerce and immigrants (New York City)), Philadelphia became the first major 

industrial city in the country. European migration brought laborers and a vast railroad 

network allowed the transport of goods and services to consumers. According to the 

Philadelphia Commercial Museum, the amount of textile produced in the city amounted 

to 40 percent of the total United States output in 1906.
29

 Besides textile production, the 

city had a variety of industries and businesses; these include food and brewery and ice, 

chemicals, machines and tools, metals, building technology, transportation, and utilities.
30

 

 In the latter half of the century, immigrants from Russia, Eastern Europe and 

Italy; and African Americans from the South settled in the city (Goode and Schneider 

1994). Between 1880 and 1930, the African-American population of Philadelphia 
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 Textile industries of Philadelphia. Philadelphia: Philadelphia Commercial Museum. 

(http://books.google.com/books?id=RsIFAAAAIAAJ&pg=PA9#v=onepage&q&f=false) 

Accessed July 25, 2011.  

30
 Workshop of the World: Philadelphia 

(http://www.workshopoftheworld.com/overview/overview.html) Accessed March 5, 2012 

http://books.google.com/books?id=RsIFAAAAIAAJ&pg=PA9#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://books.google.com/books?id=RsIFAAAAIAAJ&pg=PA9#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://www.workshopoftheworld.com/overview/overview.html
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increased from 31,699 to 219,559.
31

 
32

 The Great Migration that transpired (1910 - 1970) 

is the mass exodus of mostly blacks from the rural south (where racism and social 

segregation was institutionalized) to the industrial North where jobs were thought to be 

plentiful and where institutionalized racism was thought to be non-existent.  

 After the 1950s, major industries in the Northeast moved to the Sunbelt. Like 

other cities in the “rustbelt,” Philadelphia loses industry and population due to 

deindustrialization. However, its loss is felt greater than New York City and Washington, 

D.C. – two cities, equidistant to the northeast and southwest of Philadelphia, that  have 

been in competition with the city for commerce and political leverage. In Philadelphia, 

many of the old manufacturers and businesses left Philadelphia or closed down.  This led 

to the loss of many middle-class union jobs. As Philadelphia lost jobs and population 

declined due to the relocation of industry to the “sunbelt,” many city residents moved to 

the suburbs. This was largely a result of bank redlining and suburbanization (banks do 

not invest in city housing but do invest in building suburban housing) - which led to 

“white flight.” Bank redlining is the policy, legal process, and practice of disinvestment 

in poor and raced neighborhoods (an aspect of the explicit “possessive investment in 

whiteness” mentality that was very much acceptable before the Civil Rights Act of 1965). 
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In addition, federal policies like highway construction and federal guaranteed mortgages 

for new construction fostered suburbanization and “white flight” (Goode 2010).  Overall, 

as “white flight” transpired and as blacks from the south increasingly migrated to the 

north, the percentage of Black residents in the city increased. As the city socially 

segregated and divided into a racial dyad, it becomes one of the atypical US cities with 

equal proportions of blacks and whites.  

 The cumulative result of deindustrialization, relocation of jobs and people, 

government policies that fostered and maintained institutional racism and social 

segregation, were such, that, by the 1960s, Philadelphia became one of the poorest cities 

among the top ten US cities in population size.   

 In order to sustain the city, the restructuring of industry was necessary in order 

keep the city from economic collapse. Beginning in the 1970s,  

Philadelphia planners developed policies to encourage entrepreneurs to develop 

businesses in the growing service industry and began to more aggressively market the 

city as a tourist destination, initially based on historical sites. 
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B: Race and Politics: Macro-politics, Immigrants, and Micro-politics 

 

 

Race and Macro-politics: A History of the Possessive Investment in Whiteness  

 

 The recent past and current state of socio-economic disparity in The City of 

Brotherly Love is inherently rooted in the events that took place and created the 

foundations of this country. Eurocentrism was the guiding principle of the colonists in 

their quest for a new land – however, as they escaped from European tyranny, they 

themselves became tyranists.
33

  Lipsitz touched on the manifestations of the possessive 

investment in whiteness and its (destructive) consequence: “Generated initially by slavery 

and segregation, immigrant exclusion and Native American policy, conquest and 

colonialism, but augmented more recently by liberal and conservative social policies as 

well – white Americans produce largely cultural explanations for structural social 

problems” (2006:18). Native American policy was “removal” and “marginalization” - in 

other words, eradication and cultural genocide (as it continues in the present). Cultural 

explanations for structural social problems include the “culture of poverty” – wherein 

poor non-whites are to blame for their condition – their lack of 

advancement/progress/economic mobility is faulted on stereotypical narratives of “group 

behavior” which include “laziness, prone to drink, leisurely” and “biologically inferior.”  

Hartigan noted that, “Whites, by and large, attribute their successes and failures entirely 

to themselves as individuals and believe that they rise and fall strictly according to their 
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(ethnocentrism) is premised on the subordination of another.  
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own merits” (2010:86).  Conversely, whites apply the same values and beliefs in judging 

the condition and situation of “less privileged” non-whites, attributing their perceived 

failures to personal qualities – such as character, disposition (biological and 

psychological), and “race.”  However, without putting the current state of events in 

historical context, neglecting the ascribed cultural and social capital that affords “whites” 

and that automatically fosters advantages to those who are not in the “people of color” 

category (capital which cycles itself generationally, with succeeding generations 

benefiting/profiting from past generations’ investments – intergenerational capital), 

blaming blacks and other people of color for their “lack of achievements” in standards 

and categories created by whites for whites, is simply culturally-biased, short-sighted and 

neglects the true explanations for the current state of extreme socio-economic disparity in 

this country. Lipsitz encapsulated the practice: “[The] conscious and deliberate actions 

have institutionalized group identity in the United States, not just through the 

dissemination of cultural stories, but also through the creation of social structures that 

generate economic advantages to European Americans through the possessive investment 

in whiteness” (2006: 2).  Social structures included the formal legal kind (such as the Jim 

Crow laws and anti-miscegenation laws), as well as the less formal practice of social 

control through group policing.  Lipsitz pointed out that, “White people who did not hate 

blacks were policed by their peers and driven back inside the boundaries of whiteness by 

laws that banned intermarriage, limited the rights and freedoms of even those Blacks who 

were not slaves, and mandated racial zoning and other coercive approaches to space” 

(2011:41). Clearly, these measures were taken by whites to preserve their possessive 
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investment in whiteness, as they feared “black space” would invade/violate/contaminate 

their “white space.” In the white spatial imaginary, blackness was a threat. As it 

happened throughout the country, particularly in the South and Eastern States, before and 

after the Civil Rights Movement, “Spatial control, displacement, dispossession, and 

exclusion have been linked to racial subordination and exploitation in decisive ways” 

(Lipsitz 2011:52) – both in formal and  legal ways (institutionalized racism) and in less 

formal social practices (social segregation).  Lipsitz noted, that  “The racialized nature of 

social policy in the US since the Great Depression has actually increased the possessive 

investment in whiteness among European Americans over the past five decades” 

(2006:5).  This has clearly been the case in Philadelphia – where housing policies  and 

banking practices fostered social segregation, as whites moved  to the suburbs, a 

phenomenon called “ white-flight” – a term suggesting an urgent need to flee/to escape 

because of perceived danger – such was the “white spatial imaginary,’ before and after 

the Civil Rights Movement. 

 

The 1970s: Immigrants from Latin America and Asia Form Settlements 

 

 Early on in the 1970s and 1980s, decline was perceived as a temporary loss of 

industry and population which could be reversed. Urban policies tried to “bring jobs and 

people back from the suburbs.” City agencies began partnerships with leaders of major 

city business leaders to develop center city and attract new business investments. 

Meanwhile, the city became poorer and poorer and more racially divided with a growing 

drug economy and increasing violence. The post war in-migration of southern blacks and 
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a large wave of Puerto Rican in-migration of Puerto Ricans from the early 1950s 

produced an exponential growth in the Spanish Caribbean community.  Transnational 

immigration from Asia and Latin America after the1965 immigration reform further 

increased populations “of color” defined by US popular constructions of “race” and 

introduced a further distinction in citizen status (with former 1880-1920 immigrant   

groups viewing themselves as “real” citizens and while holding distinctions between 

themselves and newly arrived “fresh off the boat” post-1965 immigrants.. All of these 

boundaries of race, class and citizenship were spatialized in the city, and crossing color 

lines and ethnic boundaries contributed to local tensions and violence - as poor and 

racially marked spaces became stigmatized and avoided.   

 The designation of a “racially marked space” was largely attributed to spaces 

occupied by “people of color” (non-whites) and to spaces that displayed “markings” (i.e. 

dirt,  trash, graffiti) signifying moral pollution (disorder and criminality) in the white 

imaginary – notions that are held over from over 500 years of the “possessive investment 

in whiteness.”  It is in this social and political climate that political and social movements 

were born – which included the Civil Rights Movement, the black power movement 

(Black Panthers), and the Puerto Rican rights movement. It is also in this social and 

political climate that social programs for the “socially disadvantaged” was born – out of 

that movement arose the “art of social justice” movement. This paved the way for the 

creation of the Anti-graffiti Network (AGN). The AGN emerged in 1984  to deal with 

blight and to involve and reform inner city youth and to remove inner city blight--- wall 

writers were engaged to produce managed graffiti to replace what was seen by middle 
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class dominated public institutions as ugly and uncontrolled.  Later on, as the AGN grew 

and expanded, it became the Mural Arts Program (1996). 

 

Race and Micro-politics: Philadelphia’s Political Economy in Racialized Spaces  

 

 Although The City of Brotherly Love was founded on notions of equality (equal 

shares of land) and freedom (of religious expression), and was instrumental in securing 

safe houses and safe passage to Northern states for escaped slaves in the 19
th

 century, as 

part of their “white spatial imaginary,” politicians, bankers, real estate brokers, and 

educators were not immune to the fear of “blackness.”  As social actors, they conducted 

politics and business in a manner that secured their possessive investment in whiteness 

and ensured intergenerational capital for subsequent generations.  

 A potent example is in the business of housing.  Lipsitz cites a 1943 real estate 

broker manual as indicative of institutional racism of the time. The instruction manual for 

white professionals explicitly “advised against the sale of homes that might bring some 

form of blight to an otherwise respectable area” (Lipsitz 2011: 25).  This was not a covert 

act – but, rather, was considered “natural” and “normal” – a manifestation of whiteness, 

an aspect of white privilege, where “white advantage” is taken for granted and presumed 

to be the “standard way” of conducting business. It is another example of the possessive 

investment in whiteness - white people preserving and maintaining white interests by law, 

policy, instruction, and practice. Lipsitz summarized the practice: “It corresponded fully 

with prevailing land use practices of the era, with the racially restrictive covenants that 

real estate brokers promoted, that states enforced, and that federal loan agencies required” 
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(2011: 25). Overall, the act, the coordinated practice of excluding Blacks from occupying 

white space was a prime example of “racializing space and spatializing space. “  Because 

of the fear of black culture and black people in the “white imaginary,” white social actors 

enforced pedagogical measures to guarantee the continuation of “whiteness” and “white 

privilege” – through “contamination” stories.  Indeed, according to Lipsitz, Black desires 

for upward mobility and intergenerational advancement continue to be perceived by 

whites as “a kind of criminal incursion on white privilege” (2011: 25).  As discussed in 

the previous chapter the “criminal element” associated with Blackness (and other non-

whites) is a cultural construction that is rooted in the competition for scarce resources 

(land) and cheap labor (slavery) – and justified by ethnocentrism.  By demarcating 

“people of color” as “godless savages” unequal to the “refined European,” colonists did 

not experience a “crisis of conscience” as they went about subjugating, oppressing, and 

exploiting people of color – in the name of “their god.”  Although less explicit, the 

practice of “otherness” continued with succeeding generations up to the present – with 

“otherness” not limited to “race” but “class” – what Bourdieu refers to as legitimate 

culture. 

 

Philadelphia’s Political Economy in Racialized Spaces 

 In order to understand Philadelphia’s current political economy, it is worthwhile 

to return to past events that exhibit the “racialization of space and the spatialization of 

race” (Lipsitz 2011). Particularly, specific national events have had concomitant effects 

on the Philadelphia scene. According to Goode and Schneider (1994), between WWI and 
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WWII, there were legal barriers to foreigners coming to the country (as with present day 

TSA policy, officially it was a matter of “safety and security” – but, in actuality it was the 

fear of “the other”).  During this time, “industrial expansion came to an end, and the city 

faced depression” (Goode and Schneider 1994: 30).  At the same time, blacks fleeing the 

depressed economy of the South came to Philadelphia seeking industrial jobs (what is 

referred to as The Great Migration), just when the city’s industry began its downward 

spiral. Albeit a brief revival during WWII, after the Great Depression in the early to mid-

1930s (Goode and Schneider 1994: 34), industry in Philadelphia was never to be the 

same. Moreover, the great influx of blacks from the south, seeking and competing for 

scarce jobs, added to the existing polarization of whites and non-whites – as individuals 

and social actors with different histories and “spatial imaginaries” – what Lieberson 

refers to as racial dyad (in Goode and Schneider 1994:34). 

 Nationally, the 1960s is known for the Civil Rights era. Congress passed the Civil 

Rights Act of 1964 – which made discrimination in employment, housing, and public 

accommodation illegal. In1965, a new wave of immigrants from previously restricted 

countries and regions in the world - Asia and Eastern Europe came to America to pursue 

their “American Dream.” They were mostly skilled immigrants, unlike the peasants of 

mid-to-late 19
th

 century and early 20
th

 century, who made up the labor force of the 

industrial revolution – as it was the case in Philadelphia. These skilled immigrants were 

better suited for the emerging post-industrial re-structured economy, than blacks and 

others who did not benefit from intergenerational capital and/or did not improve their 
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occupational skills to meet the new labor market – that was focused on engineering, 

health care, and education. 

 Two of the long-term residents interviewed for this project shared their 

experiences and memories of 1960s Philadelphia. Camille, a white woman described the 

social and political climate at that time as “ugly.”  She said that “ugliness” pervaded the 

city and people were “real angry...and up front [with their feelings].”  She said that the 

“war on poverty" that was started by JFK in the early 60s never really alleviated poverty 

in the city. She described downtown Philadelphia as “a little island, it was a very isolated 

area and it wasn't even considered safe to walk everywhere else, I remember my 

grandparents telling me not to go down to 30th Street Station because I'd be raped.”  

Donna, a black woman describes the 1960s as the time when Frank Rizzo was police 

chief and it was “the time of the riots...civil rights discussions...riots on Columbia Blvd 

between Broad and 29th St”
34

  Economically, according to Goode and Schneider, the 

closing of the Stetson Hats factory in Kensington, in the late 1960s was the symbolic 

“nail on the coffin” for people in Kensington.  Although the economic downturn had 

been coming for decades, the closure of the large factory (with five thousand employees, 

occupying five square blocks) (1994: 34) symbolized the end of a once profitable era, as 

well as the end of economic mobility for some and the end of economic sustainability for 

a great number of employees.  Donna, a native North Philadelphian, recalled that, “At the 

end of the nine-sixties... 68,69, 70...up to 1975, they did a lot with ‘models’ with 
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educating, financing young people who wanted to go to college, and there was a massive 

exodus of people from North Philly.”  Donna’s personal recollection as a long-term 

Philadelphia resident coincided with Goode and Schneider observation regarding how the 

overall decline in economy directly led to the loss of jobs, which consequently led to a 

drop in population (1994), and people seeking opportunity elsewhere. 

 Both Camille and Donna recall the 1970s as the “post-civil rights era.” In the city, 

there was tremendous job loss. It was a time when Frank Rizzo
35

 rose to power as the 

two-term mayor of Philadelphia.  It was also the time when graffiti started to spread in 

the city. Goode and Schneider note that, soon after the closing of factories in Kensington, 

the tell-tale signs of blight came into public discourse – with high turnover, housing 

abandonment, dirt, vandalism, decay, [and] graffiti (Seder 1990 in Goode and Schneider 

1994:34).  The departure of manufacturing in the city can generally be attributed to 

companies moving to locations where production cost is cheap (labor and materials) and 

where companies are forecasted to make a profit – the essence of capitalism.  Goode and 

Schneider described the scenario in the 1970s: “Locally owned firms were bought by 
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 Mayor Frank Rizzo was a polarizing figure, according Goode and Schneider (1994: 48) 

- and affirmed by comments from long-term residents interviewed for this project and 

substantiated by comments from other long-term residents of Philadelphia (during casual 

conversations). Although the residents were not directly asked about Rizzo (the 

researcher was not initially familiar with the figure/politician), when they described the 

1970s, they would describe it as the “era of Frank Rizzo” – an Italian-American “racist 

who had a thing for black folks.” One of the most memorable comments attributed to the 

former mayor was Rizzo’s response regarding why blacks don’t use sidewalks, Rizzo 

reportedly responded, “because there are no sidewalks in the jungle.” Evidently, although 

Rizzo has long passed, he remains in the consciousness of long-term residents of 

Philadelphia. 
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large multinational corporate concentrations of capital, and executives decided to seek 

cheap and non-unionized labor by relocating to the Sunbelt or offshore” (1994: 35). At 

the same, because it was economically advantageous (lower taxes, cheaper and more land 

for expansion), local firms moved to the suburbs – consequently, adding to the loss of 

jobs and populace in the city.  Goode and Schneider pointed out that, “Ultimately, the 

loss of population and jobs to the suburbs has critically wounded the city’s tax base, 

creating the decline in the quality of life” (1994: 35). Lipsitz attributed 

“deindustrialization, unemployment, and [the] lack of intergenerational transfers of 

wealth [that] undermine parental and adult authority in many neighborhoods” (2006: 11) 

as factors that contributed to the decline of the quality of life in Philadelphia.  Moreover, 

Lipsitz noted, “The complex factors that cause people to turn to drugs are no more 

prevalent in minority communities than elsewhere, but these communities and their 

inhabitants face more stress while having fewer opportunities to receive private 

counseling and treatment for their problems” (2006: 11).  The key word is “fewer 

opportunities” – having been deprived of cultural and social capital for generations as a 

result of policies and practices that secured the possessive investment in whiteness, people 

of color had little or no “safety net” when difficult times arose. Lipsitz summarized the 

situation: “The increased possessive investment in whiteness generated by disinvestment 

in US cities, factories, and schools since the 1970s disguises as racial problems the 

general social problems posed by deindustrialization, economic restructuring, and 

neoconservative attacks on the welfare state and the social wage” (2006: 18).  Lipsitz 

elaborated on the relationship of the “fear of blackness” in the “white spatial imaginary” 
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to the lack of intergenerational capital among blacks and people of color:  “It fuels 

discourses that demonize people of color for being victimized by these changes, while 

hiding the privileges of whiteness. It often attributes the economic advantages enjoyed by 

whites to their family values faith, and foresight – rather than the favoritism they enjoyed 

through their possessive investment in whiteness” (2006: 18).  Therefore, non-whites are 

held personally accountable for “failures” within a system, even though the system was 

designed by non-blacks to favor non-blacks.  

 Philadelphia in the 1980s is known as the “post-Rizzo era” and Wilson Goode as 

the first Black mayor of Philadelphia.  In the early 1980s, Philadelphia was transitioning 

from the “Rizzo era” (where blacks felt they were at the receiving end of his (baton) 

stick) to a more socially equitable society – just as the proponents of the Civil Rights 

movement had imagined. This did not happen.  Having elected its first black mayor in 

1984, Wilson Goode, the city was ready for a change and to distance itself from the 

negative image that Rizzo projected onto the national scene. Rizzo’s reputation portrayed 

Philadelphia as “backwards and non-progressive” – not the cosmopolitan exuberance of a 

“major big city player” in the national stage.  Although Wilson Goode’s election was met 

with promise and his office was received enthusiastically by the majority of the public, as 

well as business leaders, his tenure is most remembered for the MOVE disaster.
36

  

Economically, the city was the biggest employer. Schools and medical schools (that 

provided both education and healthcare) were another avenue of employment. 
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 Philadelphia in the 1990s is known for Ed Rendell’s leadership and urban 

renewal.  Rendell became mayor in 1992 and embarked on a rebuilding campaign in 

downtown Philadelphia. It was the beginning of urban renewal in Center City and 

development/gentrification in its immediate areas. Rendell supported the Anti-graffiti 

Network (AGN) that was created under Mayor Goode, in 1984. In the 1990s, the AGN 

continued to expand and grow, as it became part of the Dept of Recreation (1996), then as 

the Mural Arts Program (MAP) under the umbrella of the Department of Human Services 

(DHS, 2001). Presently, although no longer under the DHS, the public agency continues 

to sponsor the MAP.  

 In the 1990s, services provided to business and legal firms were the fastest-

growing sector of industry – providing employment in finance, insurance, real state, 

health, education, and other professional businesses (Goode and Schneider1994:36). At 

the same time, many Philadelphians worked directly with people – in both the private 

sector (such as retail and the food industry) and public sector (the numerous social 

service workers and providers: teachers, social workers, police officers, fire fighters, 

street and sanitation workers, and all the public employees working for the all the city 

agencies) (Goode and Schneider1994: 37). Select manufacturing products remained 

significant – namely, oil refinery (Sunoco in South Philadelphia) and pharmaceuticals. 

 Goode and Schneider noted that in the 1990s, the urban spatial structure in the 

city reflected a racial dyad (1994: 40). This was the result of over one hundred years of 

“social displacement, economic progress and decline, and social experimentation” in a 

political background/setting that served the economic interests of whites – a possessive 
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investment in whiteness. Eastern and Southern Europeans who arrived in the late 1800s 

and early 1900s provided the labor in an expanding industry. Then, WWI happened and 

WWII happened – and immigration from Europe was constrained, at the same time that 

industry was declining.  Southern states also suffered from the Great Depression and 

Southern blacks left the South seeking economic opportunity in the Northern states. 

Blacks came in massive numbers from 1910 – 1970 – this was called the Great 

Migration. As Southern blacks migrated to Philadelphia, they increasing settled in North 

Philadelphia and West Philadelphia. In 1940, blacks resided outside of downtown 

Philadelphia, but close to it – within the perimeter of Center City. In1960, there was a 

noticeable increase in black residency north and west of Center City, with a large 

concentration in the southern most part of South Philadelphia and an emerging “pocket” 

in Northwest Philadelphia (West Germantown, presently West Oak Lane). By 1980, 

blacks were concentrated all along North Philadelphia (west of Broad Street, from 

Cheltenham to Girard) and throughout West Philadelphia (Goode and Schneider 

1994:42).  This trend evidenced increased segregation in the city over the course of over 

fifty years. In the early 1990s, Goode and Schneider pointed out that, “Nearly three out of 

four African Americans in Philadelphia live in neighborhoods that are at least 90% 

African American” (1994: 43).  Suffice it to say, generations of overt and covert 

institutionalized racism has fostered a segregation pattern of socialization in The City of 

Brotherly Love.  There have been efforts to integrate people with various backgrounds – 

as is the case in Mt. Airy and Germantown (Goode and Schneider 1994: 43).
37

  

                                                           
37

 Based on casual observations as a resident of Germantown for almost eight years, and a 



47 

 

 According to Goode and Schneider, in the early 1990s, the city was trying to 

create political and economic strategies for development (to spur the city’s economy and 

be able to compete with New York City and Washington D.C. in the national stage), but 

there were few alliances between interest groups (1994:43). In the present, almost two 

decades since, this is no longer the case. “Interest groups” share the same goal – which is 

to fix the city’s economy by attracting investment capital. However, city planners and 

organizers realized that in order to attract investors, the city has to clean up its image – 

this is precisely Brash’s point with regard to “urban branding” as an economic strategy 

(2011). Brash described the situation: “Urban political elites have been faced with the 

difficult task of countering images of urban crisis and attracting investment, jobs, and 

desirable residents in a context of fiscal austerity and increasing inter-urban competition” 

(2011:101).   

 Writing in the early 1990s, Goode and Schneider reveal that based on their 

analysis of the political economy of Philadelphia, the data indicated “increasing 

fragmentation of the region” (1994: 59) – in both economic terms and in the “racializing 

of space.”  Goode and Schneider elaborated on their analysis and prognostication of early 

1990s Philadelphia:  

At the same time, neither traditional economic nor political linkages remain to hold the 

disparate parts together.  This analysis argues that the city cannot be saved by economic 

                                                                                                                                                                             

frequent “visitor” of Mt. Airy (for grocery shopping, visiting friends, and a “transport” 

zone to and from other places), I would estimate that, demographically, Mt. Airy is 

“mixed” – but, Germantown has a higher concentration of Blacks than its neighbor. My 

conservative estimate would be at least 60%. 
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development alone. Increasing the pie will not work unless the fragmentation and lack of 

connected between classes, neighborhoods, racial and ethnic group, and, above all, city 

and suburb is reversed. The new service economy creates wide disparities between rich 

and poor. Unless there are more structure of collaboration, cooperation, and linkage 

within the economy, there is no bright future for Philadelphia ((Adams et al. 1991) 

1994:60). 

 

 At the time of Goode and Schneider’s study (1988-1989) – almost twenty-five 

years ago – Philadelphia was behind New York City, Washington D.C., Baltimore, and 

Boston in tourism and “had no adequate supply of hotels and convention space” (the 

Pennsylvania Convention Center (PCC) opened in 1993) (1994: 31). Fast forward to the 

present and that is clearly not the case. The “art and culture economic engine” initiative 

started by Mayor Rendell in the 1990s reversed the trend of economic decline. 

 

 

C. The City Begins a Facelift: The Emergence of the AGN in the 1980s 

 

 Prior to its present status as the producer of “The City of Murals,” the now well 

known Mural Arts Program (MAP) was once a small city task group whose role was to 

offer wall-writers (also known as graffiti writers) “a better outlet” for their creative 

expressions. It was believed that providing these “at-risk” youth a constructive way to 

artistically express themselves, while at the same time earn a legal means of (partial) 

employment, was a good way to decrease graffiti, and, by the same token, curb 

(discourage) potential wall-writers, by the example of those who have been 

“rehabilitated.” Accordingly, under Mayor Wilson Goode’s administration, 

Philadelphia’s Anti-Graffiti Network was established in 1984, with Jane Golden as its 

leader. Golden was part of the “art and social change” movement. The “art and social 
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change” movement emphasized the transformative role of art in achieving positive ends.   

In Philadelphia, the movement emphasized the effects of murals on youth and community 

empowerment in inner cities. Thusly, the AGN emerged in response to graffiti - which 

was considered a symptom of criminality, property vandalism and disorder. It was 

designed to fix the spatial perceptions, to reform the “wall writers “and to engage the 

communities in self-help empowerment projects.  

 Presently, the non-profit MAP is in the fore front, the major producer of murals 

in Philadelphia.
38

 With its headquarters in the Thomas-Eakins House  (17th and Mt. 

Vernon), the MAP office is conveniently located only a few blocks and within walking 

distance from Center City (the center of finance, commerce, and politics) and the 

Fairmount/Art Museum area (a relatively upscale area of the city).   

 At a talk I attended,
39

 Jane Golden talked about the history of the MAP – how it 

began as an anti-graffiti task force twenty-five years ago.  She narrated the “early years,” 

when the small organization barely had a budget and they used inexpensive paint (that 

was not weather-proof, and, therefore, limited the lifetime of the murals). Golden talked 

about how she met notorious “wall writers” and how they initially did not trust her 

because “she didn’t look like them,” but they eventually came to trust her – and that was 

the beginning of the transformation of wall-writers into muralists.  

                                                           
38

 Not all public murals in Philadelphia are created by the MAP; in North Philadelphia, 

The Village of Arts and Humanities (11
th

 and Cumberland) is largely responsible for 

murals in that area; some murals are created and displayed on public walls, without any 

affiliation with the MAP. 

39
 Held at the Free Library on Vine St. (Feb. 19, 2009). 
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 Bob, one of several MAP affiliated artists interviewed for this project, was part of 

the early “core group” of artists working with Jane Golden. As Bob shared his experience 

throughout the almost thirty years he had been working with Jane Golden, he noted the 

changes from the early AGN to the present. 

I've seen the mural arts grow through a lot of changes, where mural arts started as a 

grass-roots program, it's developed more into an institution, where it started as a crew of 

five people, where we did everything from paint murals to build scaffolding, to do 

community organizing and outreach, everything...usually Jane took care of the outreach, 

I wasn't necessarily there when is started, but I was there when it was a fledging 

program, still very considered very grass-roots...and those growing pains were kinda 

difficult for me because it sort of grew out of the grass-roots thing that I was comfortable 

with and into a more business, corporate, funding, more sophisticated organization. 

 

 Three informants interviewed for this project shared their recollection of the 

1980s. According to Donna, Camille, and Angela, all long-term residents of Philadelphia, 

graffiti in the 1980s was widespread and “ugly.” Donna is a black female, in her early 

70s, who was born and raised in North Philadelphia. She worked in Philadelphia and Las 

Vegas, Nevada as a school teacher. After working in Nevada, she retired in 2005 and 

returned to Philadelphia. She currently resides in North Philadelphia. Donna was 

interviewed in summer 2011.  Donna’s recollection of first noticing “street art” in 

Philadelphia is overwhelmingly about graffiti. She described the scenario in North 

Philadelphia prior to the mid-80s, “A lot of it I could not read...it's different from when I 

left for Las Vegas in 1985.”  Beyond North Philadelphia, she described the street art 

scenario in the city at that time:  
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 One of the complaints was that Cornbread was everywhere, Cornbread was the name 

that you would see on airplanes, buses, trains...this is going back 25 yrs with the graffiti, 

that was his name, you saw it everywhere, at the airport, at the train station, in the 

subway station, in fact, he has somehow gotten into the tarmac and spray-painted a 

couple of planes...you could read it, it says Cornbread, that was his nick-name whoever 

he was. 

 

 Donna describes the omnipresence of Cornbread,
40

 at that time, “I think there was 

a reward out for Cornbread, and it was with Cornbread that graffiti became a real issue, 

that's when you started seeing it on a regular basis.” When asked, she noted that there 

were no murals around the time of Cornbread.  

 Camille is a white female, in her early 60s, who is originally from the Ohio 

Valley Appalachia. She has been a resident of metropolitan Philadelphia for over thirty 

years. She currently resides in Montgomery County.  Camille was interviewed in spring 

2011.  Similar to Donna, Camille’s first recollection of “street art” in Philadelphia is tied 

to the times of widespread graffiti in the city. Camille described the scenario on the 

streets in the early to mid-70s: 

Yeah, it was ugly, it was intentional vandalism. Philly prior to the bi-centennial, we saw 

kids walking around with spray cans; it was easily more available during those days. The 

attitude was ‘it's a free country; we'll sell it to anyone.’ As graffiti became worse 

throughout the city, it was harder for the kids to get spray cans. West Philly was pretty 

intense, especially the closer one got to the 30th Street trains station and abandoned 

urban areas, building shells, stuff like that; it was even on subway cars, which was 

surprising...how did these kids get access to these cars to do very detailed graffiti? 

 

 Camille went on and described the “street art” in the 1980s, “It was ongoing, just 

as bad as it had been in the 70s, despite the attempt of a lot of people in Philly to spruce 
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 Cornbread’s real name is Darryl McCray (http://www.philadelphiaweekly.com/news-

and-opinion/cover-story/no_rooftop_was_safe-38343074.html accessed 030512) 
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things up for the bi-centennial celebration in 76. It was still there, it was a very poignant 

statement about how the artist felt being in Philly at that time.” Camille applied a 

historical relevance in explaining and understanding the situation, “If you think about, it 

was only a few years after the civil rights movement, 12, 13, 14 years after the civil rights 

movement, people were still real angry...and that kind of feeling was more up front in 

those days, it's gone pretty much gone underground these days.” Camille remembers 

noticing murals in the early 90s, “It was after Frank Rizzo and Mayor Greene, Wilson 

Goode...I know it was a planned event.” Her favorite mural is that of Roxanne Jones on 

Broad Street in North Philadelphia.
41

 Roxanne Jones, a black woman, was an educator 

and PA legislator. Camille expressed her feelings about Roxanne Jones, “She was so sick 

of the devastation of poor communities that she decided to make some changes, I really 

admire her.” When asked about her thoughts on the social efficacy of public art, Camille 

confidently said, “I think it attracted the renaissance in Center City. I think it really was a 

jumping off point...real estate renaissance...with the mural arts taking over the graffiti and 

the ugliness of the city, it's a better time to live in the city even after the crash of 2008 

since probably the 60s, late 50s.”  

 Angela is a black female, in her early 50s, who was born and raised in the Logan 

section of Philadelphia. She moved to the suburb twenty years ago, and currently resides 

in Gwynedd (Montgomery County).  Angela’s recollection of “street art” is tied to 

growing up during the time of gang-related activity.  Angela shared her experience: 
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 Roxanne Jones  mural (N Broad St & W Clearfield St) 
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When I was growing up, we always saw gang-affiliated graffiti… you always saw it on 

the subways, walls and things like that. I just assumed it was gang-related because I 

grew-up in that time of gang-related activity…Logan, Nicetown, Brickyard 

(Germantown). I associated the different names and tags with gangs because would see 

markings, you would see this marking on this street and when you crossed the street there 

would be a different marking because you were entering a different territory. It's fancier 

now, but twenty plus years ago, I went to high school in 76, they would literally write out 

"Logan" or "Brickyard" and "Nicetown" and write out their names that I couldn't make 

out, but that's how you knew you were walking in on someone else's area. For girls, we 

were pretty safe, for guys, I don't know…I remember thinking back then, "they're really 

defacing some pretty buildings." I realize, for kids back then, it had a purpose, especially 

those associated with gangs. 

   

 Angela also shared her recollection of first seeing murals in Philadelphia – and 

how she relates it to graffiti and the drug epidemic in the 1980s: 

After the crack-epidemic was when I started seeing murals in the Philly area...father and 

son, churches, iconic figures in the Philly area...to me, it happened in a series, the crack-

epidemic tore families apart, mothers were feeding their babies crack or turning to 

prostitution, there were lots of death and destruction, and then all of a sudden you started 

to see more positive symbols of harmony of the black family...so the mural arts was a 

response to the graffiti. 

  

 Thus, as long-term residents of Philadelphia, Donna, Camille, and Angela have 

been witness to the changes the city has been undergoing for the past forty years – with 

regard to political climate, social upheavals, the introduction of public art, and the 

concurrent social, civic, and urban transformation.  As the MAP grew from a small 

“clean-up” crew (eradicating graffiti and employing wall-writers), to the expansion of its 

programs and projects, some Philadelphia residents took notice.  

 One of the AGN’s partners was the Pennsylvania Horticultural Society’s (PHS) 

Philadelphia Green Program in1987.  According to the MAP’s Timeline, as part of the 

NGOs “Greene Country Towne” program, PHS staffers would bring along AGN artists to 
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negotiate murals for neighborhoods hardest hit by the city’s industrial decline.
42

  The 

collaboration between AGN and PHS is an example of programs that complement each 

other with similar aesthetic goals – i.e. “greening” and cleaning, eliminating pollution, 

beautifying, and making streets and neighborhoods appear safe and livable.  Besides, 

PHS, at this early juncture, City Hall was the AGN’s only other support network.  Today, 

the PHS remains a strong supporter of the MAP (with sponsorship of several murals, 

aside from the “greening program”) and City Hall has expanded its support of the MAP, 

with many public agencies providing direct support to the MAP and its causes. 

 

 D: Urban Branding as Economic Strategy  

 The notion that artistic productions can be used as an instrument of social change 

is not a new concept (Gell 1998; Price 2005).  In Loft Living: Urban and Capital in 

Urban Change (1989), Sharon Zukin noted that in the United States, since the late 1950s 

and early 1960s, the impetus toward the development and promotion of art programs was 

evident in both the political and economic fronts. Both the Ford Foundation and the 

National Endowment of the Arts was founded on this ideology.   

 In Bloomberg’s New York: Class and Governance in the Luxury City (2011), 

Julian Brash discussed the economic imperative to transform a precarious city with an 

uncertain future: “Since the mid-1960s, urban political elites have been faced with the 

difficult task of countering images of urban crisis and attracting investment, jobs, and 
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desirable residents in a context of fiscal austerity and increasing inter-urban competition” 

(2011:101).  Using New York City as a prime example, the center of art and commerce, 

in the East Coast, Brash discusses how “branding” is employed as a strategy whose 

product  is then advertised, promoted, and marketed to achieve economic ends. However, 

prior to marketing, a product or experience has to be created; hence, branding, involves 

the construction of a product or experience, its commodification, and consumption – the 

ultimate goal.  It is the economy of cultural materialism – the creation of goods, products, 

and experience that ensures profitability. It is the epitome of capitalism. 

 In The City of Brotherly Love, “images of urban crisis” included (and includes)
43

 

graffiti on public and private buildings, decayed and abandoned homes with burnt 

structures and/or broken windows or no windows or boarded windows, unmaintained 

buildings and sidewalks, littered with trash and all kinds or refuse and debris (old tires, 

used diapers, used condoms) – a general state of neglect and blight – an unappealing sight 

for investors, visitors, and potential “desirable residents” because it conjures feelings of 

“a bad area;” a physically polluted area, engulfed in moral pollution (filled with bad 

characters who can only do harm). In 1984, under the tenure of Mayor Goode, 

Philadelphia’s Anti-Graffiti Network (AGN) was created to combat graffiti by employing 

“wall-writers” as muralists; soon after, in 1987, the AGN partnered with the Pennsylvania  
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 In 2012, some areas of Philadelphia exhibit the same condition.  
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Horticultural Society’s (PHS) Philadelphia Green program - to clean up parks and 

neighborhoods and create “green fields” (community gardens and plots) in the urban 

landscape.
44

 

 In Philadelphia, attracting investments and making the city desirable for visitors 

and potential residents has been challenging not only because of its concomitant 

problems as a result of de-industrialization, but because of its mid-proximity to New 

York City (“the media capital of the nation” and some would argue “the media capital of 

the world”) and Washington D.C. (the center of government and politics and the location 

of “the most powerful office in the world’) – what Brash refers to as “inter-urban 

competition.”  In Philadelphia, city planners and corporate organizers looked to tourism 

to save the city’s coffers, to make it sustainable, and bring back some of the city’s 

prestige.  In 1993 Mayor Rendell, founded the Avenue of the Arts Inc., an independent 

nonprofit organization to coordinate and oversee the city’s efforts to revitalize the city. Its 

initial goal was to cultivate live performing arts, primarily in the area south of Broad 

Street, from City Hall to Washington Avenue – i.e. from Center City to South 
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 PHS’s public transcript: For more than 30 years the Pennsylvania Horticultural 

Society’s Philadelphia Green program has used horticulture to build community and 

improve the quality of life in Philadelphia’s neighborhoods and downtown public spaces. 

In that time there have been significant signs of rebirth in the city, and the work of 

Philadelphia Green has played an important role in the environmental, social, economic, 

and aesthetic changes taking place. PHS’s Green City Strategy promotes a 

comprehensive approach to revitalizing and maintaining the city’s green infrastructure as 

a key element in urban renewal.  

(http://www.pennsylvaniahorticulturalsociety.org/phlgreen/about.html) Accessed March 

30, 2012 
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Philadelphia.  The goal extended to attracting commercial and retail tenants in the 

immediate area.
45

  However, before the city could market itself as a tourist destination, 

comparable to New York City and Washington D.C., it had to counter those “images of 

urban crisis” – and that is where the role of the Mural Arts Program (MAP) comes to 

fore.  From its inception as an “graffiti clean-up crew” to its present day status as the 

organization and promoter of “The City of Murals,” for almost thirty years, the MAP has 

played a key role in the city’s attempt to reconstruct (fix) its image – through 

beautification programs and community-development programs, thereby, making the city 

attractive to investors, visitors, and new residents.  

 The Mural Arts Program’s endeavor to label Philadelphia “The City of Murals” is 

an example of “branding” - in this case, “urban branding.” According to Brash “branding 

is centered on the notion that images or meanings can be marketed” (2011:101).  In 

Philadelphia, the MAP is not the lone promoter of “The City of Murals” brand – the 

MAP cannot sustain itself, least of all be “successful.” The non-profit art organization is 

supported by a host of public and private agencies, as well as a number of non-profit 

agencies and foundations.  The involvement of over 200 sponsors in the MAP’s cause 

(art as an instrument of transformation – personal, social/civic, and economic) attests to 

the applicability of “branding” as an economic strategy.  In the face or economic 

downturn and competition from New York City and Washington D.C. for tourist dollars, 
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 Accessed April 22, 2012. 
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the emergence of Philadelphia as “The City of Murals” highlights the growing 

importance of creating a “unique identity” as a tourist attraction (aside from historical 

sites) to city economics. The importance of tourism to urban revitalization if well noted 

by Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett in Destination Culture (1998), Lucy Lipard and Dean 

MacCannell in The Tourist (1999), and Gable and Handler (2005).
46

  Brash succinctly 

describes the process of urban branding as an economic strategy: 

Urban branding entails the development of a desired set of images and meanings – a 

brand – for the city, which can guide efforts to, first, influence the perceptions of the city 

held by key individuals and groups – businesses, tourists, potential residents, actual 

residents, and other “target markets” – who might invest in, move to, or otherwise 

contribute to the city’s well-being and, second, to re-shape the city itself to bring in more 

in line with the brand (2011: 102). 

 

 The “desired set of images and meanings” are to counter colloquial labels of the 

city such as “killadelphia,” “filtydelphia,” murdadelphia,” and “pharmadelphia” - and 

numerous unflattering depictions of the city and its denizens found in local news outlets 

and nationally publicized magazine: “wasteland of abandoned houses, litter and filth” 

(Philadelphia Weekly Sept 15, 2004 p.75); “loser mentality” (City Paper May 5, 2005); 

“hopeless depravity and misguided aggression” (Letters: Philadelphia Weekly May 10, 

2006); “shocking segregation,” “casual and almost never challenged racism,” “vast acres 

of derelict industrial rottage” (Philadelphia Weekly June 21, 2006); “streets replete with 

injustice and ruled by the happy trigger” (City Paper Aug. 2, 2007); “least attractive,” 

“least active,” “least wordly,” “least friendly” (Travel and Leisure Magazine, CNN 
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 Gable and Handler’s title is telling, Horatio Alger and the Tourist’s Quest for 

Authenticity, or, Optimism, Pessimism, and Middle-Class American Personhood. 
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Headline News in City Paper Oct. 25, 2007); “city thoroughfare of inferiority” (re: Broad 

Street), Philadelphia’s “deep sense of inferiority” (Philadelphia Inquirer Nov 6, 2007).  

 The new set of images construed by city planners and corporate organizers, 

alongside the MAP, showcase the city as having “unique neighborhoods” and particularly 

highlight African-American contributions to American history (including sports figures 

and black expressive culture – music, poetry, and dance). The relationship of urban 

branding to economic development (2011: 103) is at the top of Mayor Nutter’s agenda – 

as evidenced by his robust support for “art and culture” programs in the city. Soon after 

he was elected in 2008, he re-opened the Office of Art and Culture (OAC - this office 

was closed in 2004, by then Mayor Street, due to budgetary constraints) and re-named it 

Office of Art, Culture, and Creative Economy. The modification of the name of the 

public agency suggests the vital role that “art and culture” play in the city’s economy – 

how art (in its multitudinous manifestations) can be constructed and marketed as a 

commodity for public consumption; hence, “art and commerce” undergird a creative 

economy. For his part, Mayor Nutter demonstrates substantial endorsement for “art and 

commerce” endeavors by vocally supporting the MAP and attending a great number of 

MAP related events – particularly those directly related to development and commerce 

(such as the MAP’s partnership with Goldman Properties Development in Center City 

and the opening of the MAP’s retail space at the Gallery Mall in Center City).  According 

to Brash, there are three elements in contemporary urban branding: (a) place-specific 

theming, (b) special events, and (c) urban governance (2011: 102).  
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 When Ed Rendell became mayor in the early 1990s, it was also the start of the 

renewal of downtown Philadelphia. The Philadelphia Convention Center (PCC) was 

expanded and remodeled in 2010.  According to the tourism-related agencies The PCC 

continues to hold various national conferences on a regular basis. At the same, the city 

holds annual “special events” (Mummer’s Parade, International Flower Show, PIFA, 

MAP Wall Ball, Auto Show, Tattoo Convention, Beer Festival, Dad Vail Regatta 

(intercollegiate rowing), International Championships (cycling), International Marathon) 

that attract national and international audiences, bring money to local businesses (hotels, 

restaurants, transportation, and “tourist attractions”). 

 Overall, the city’s current strategy to fix its social and economic problems is 

through “collaboration, cooperation, and linkage within the economy.” This is where the 

Mural Arts Program’s role comes to the fore. The MAP (with its “art ignites change” 

ideology - art as beautification; art education as civilizing “at-risk” youth and prisoners) 

in collaboration with public agencies and non-government organizations (NGO) and 

private organizations should work together to clean up Philadelphia (physically and the 

city’s image) and make it attractive to investors and visitors. Public agencies provide 

support in the form of urban governance (OACCE, DHS, DBHIDS, PHA) and NGOs 

(GPTMC, GPCC, GPCA, PHS) and private organizations (over 200 sponsors) provide 

financial support – together, they clean up the city, pain it with murals, promote 

Philadelphia’s “unique flavor,” and then, investors are interested - as is the case with 

Goldman Properties which has recently partnered with the MAP in development projects 

in Center City. As partners in “art and commerce,” the MAP (plus local partners and 
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collaborators) and Goldman Properties are cultural producers in their objective to create a 

commodity (a “cool” location, an experience, a product) for public consumption – 

generating income for the city. In the next chapters, I will examine the effects of the shift 

from reducing graffiti to creating the “City of Murals” and the ways in which these 

efforts are marketed and consumed as commodities through mural tours as well as the 

perceptions of casual viewers.  
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CHAPTER 3: THE MURAL ARTS PROGRAM: FROM A COMMUNITY-BASED 

ORGANIZATION TO A PROMOTER OF TOURISM AND URBAN BRANDING  

 

 In the previous chapter, we have seen how the shift from the AGN, which 

emphasized the effects of murals on youth and community empowerment in inner cities, 

shifted to an emphasis on using murals for urban branding.  In this chapter, I will describe 

how the MAP began as a small organization, the Anti-Graffiti Network (AGN) to cover 

over graffiti in blighted areas. Jane Golden, the first director came with a social 

movement mission to use art to transform the lives of “at-risk” youth and to empower 

poor communities. With an energetic staff relying on many informally trained artists and 

no significant budget it was imbued with a social movement mission to use art to 

transform the lives of “at-risk” youth and to empower poor communities.  As a result, 

early projects were located in poor communities. One of the artists referred to the 

neighborhoods as “underserved” – it is a gloss for inner city areas and implies poverty 

and racialized spaces (disadvantaged and marginalized groups).  In general, the program 

shifted emphasis from local trouble spots (where the focus was: developing leaders, 

offering work skills for wall-writers, and “turning lives around”) to urban branding, a 

strategy to brand Philadelphia as a commodity to attract new creative knowledge workers 

as residents as well as tourists.  

 I will explain how the MAP changed its mission, size, practices, criteria for 

selecting and evaluating murals and the scale at which it operates as a result of the 

interplay between Philadelphia’s political economic fortunes, demographic changes and 

successive strategies for economic development.  
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 A. The Growth of the MAP: A Community-Based Organization Focused on Social 

Programs  

 In 1996, under Mayor Rendell, the AGN was renamed the Mural Arts Program, 

with Jane Golden continuing as the director. The new name, Mural Arts, fit well within 

Rendell’s emerging economic strategy to use arts and culture as the foundation of his 

economic strategy for city development. 

 Vincent, one of the MAP artists interviewed, became involved with the MAP in 

1997. He shared how a chance encounter with Jane Golden teaching a mural painting 

class resulted in his first mural painting job at a recreation center:  “So it was great, paint 

a mural, work with kids...that's really when I became acutely aware of murals, when Jane 

taught the class, she showed a slide lecture...and that's when I realize, 'Oh, you mostly 

work in these poorer neighborhoods that don't have as many resources, all these really 

interesting possibilities here.”  Vincent also talked about the mission of the MAP and the 

complexities and challenges of working with various “publics”: “The mission of the 

program, which is not easy to do, is to try to get as much community input into these 

projects and to have them, the purist kind of success we could have is if we could bring 

people together and make something creative and positive together...ideally, and in an 

ideal world, that's great, but in a practical world, neighborhoods are complex, 

sometimes.” Vincent elaborated further, “Neighborhoods are complex, you're doing a 

mural in a neighborhood, but maybe it's not just the neighbors that have a stake in 

it…you're doing a mural about a topic with a much more wider appeal, like health issues, 

like AIDS or something like that…sometimes, there's a wider community outside the 
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area, attached to a mural, than just neighborhood.” Vincent paused for a moment and said 

“Sometimes, the neighborhood itself is fractured... there may be different cultures, each 

wants to be represented.” Having found himself in a contemplative mood, Vincent 

described the ideal scenario, while at the same time disclosing what he perceives as 

“shortcomings”:  

The ideal is to have all that come together...even just to identify who all has a stake in 

this project can be difficult...so we do make mistakes, sometimes people do get their 

feelings hurt or ruffled because they feel they weren't included in the thing and we did it 

unwittingly...I don't think I've ever been involved in a project where we thought, 'let's 

exclude this group because they'll just be in the way' (intentionally excluded anyone)...for 

the most part, I've never had people complain, it's the opposite...[they say] “it's great that 

you're doing this...what is this about?..tell me more about the images”…I've always felt 

really welcomed in the neighborhoods...I've worked in almost no white-middle-class 

background neighborhoods, it's almost always a variation of cultural or ethnic identity or 

religious identity… so to feel that people are just embracing me because I'm bringing my 

gifts to them, and trying to get what their ideas are so we can work together and 

collaborate and be successful...but we've fallen short, I feel because of restraints in 

budget and time and resources, there are projects that could have been tapped into those 

experiences of community that could have much better than they did.  

 When Vincent began painting murals with children and youth at recreation 

centers, the process was still in its infancy stage – it was informal and casual.  

As the demand grew, in 1999 the MAP established the Big Picture Program - an after-

school and summer art education program for middle school youth. In 2001, The Big 

Picture program was expanded from five to 20 sites.
47

  By holding satellites at various 

recreation centers in the city, the MAP reached out to youth and residents in those areas, 

which, as Vincent (an artist who has had a creative working relationship with Jane 
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Golden for almost twenty years) described, were mostly in “underserved neighborhoods.”  

In 2002, the MAP established the Mural Corps Program - an art education program 

designed to engage high-school youth in the mural-making process.
48

  One of the 

panelists at the African-American Iconic Images Collection event
49

 was a graduate of the 

Mural Corps program. He spoke about his experience as a “young poor black kid with 

plenty of time and nothing to do” – and how the MAP’s art program helped him from 

getting into trouble and becoming “just another juvenile delinquent.”  His testimony is an 

example of the MAP’s art education programs transformation of underprivileged youth 

into a civil and productive member of society.  His testimony is a validation of the 

MAP’s mission – that art is a transformative tool. With that model, the MAP embarked 

on even bolder projects – reaching out to the prison population.  In 2001, the MAP 

became part of the Department of Human Services social services division. It was at this 

time that the MAP began working in homeless shelters, prisons, youth detention centers, 

and with adjudicated youth.  

 Bob, one of the MAP artists, talked about having MAP satellites all around the 

city: “The quality of it is that it's a social program, we have all these satellites all around 

the city, we work with hundreds of kids, thousands of kids around the city, and they may 

not have an art program in their school, but they have Mural Arts, through a satellite 

program in the recreation center.” Thusly, by expanding its programs, the MAP, 

correspondingly, expands its audience – who are the targeted “consumers” of those 
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programs.  According to the MAP, between the years1991-2000, the community-based 

art organization produced another thousand murals, for a total of 2,000, starting with the 

very first AGN mural in 1985.
50

 

Presently, the MAP continues with its mission of social change, as exemplified by 

programs in art education (Art Education and Youth Development Program
51

) and 

working with prisoners (Restorative Justice Program
52

 ). With art education, MAP offers 

three specialized programs: Big Picture, serving youth ages 10-14; Mural Corps,
53

 a more 

intensive program serving teens ages 14-21; and ArtWorks!, serving severely at-risk or 

underserved youth.
54

  In 2002, the MAP began mural workshops with inmates at the State 

Correctional Institution at Graterford, PA.
55

  In the interview with Bob, he spoke about 

the MAP’s work in the prison system, and how he thinks this collaboration was critical in 

the MAP’s growth as a community outreach program. For Bob, doing art and doing 

community outreach are one and the same.   He shared, “I can't separate them, art is, if 

you look at a lot of the murals being done today, it's all about relating art to social work, 

and that is community outreach in my mind...that is the direction mural arts is going in.” 

Bob elaborated further: 
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http://muralarts.org/learn/restorative-justice
http://muralarts.org/learn/art-education-youth-development


67 

 

I think it started with working inside the prison system, I think that's where the mural arts 

actually got a handle on, where to go...because, after a while, you just run out of walls, 

and you can't grow and continue to just be a mural program...so, I think it was the 

beginning of the seed was working in the prison system...early 2000s, not before...about 

eight years ago I worked with Nancy [inaudible] on a documentary about prison on State 

Rd, "Feeling and Redemption"...from there, it just seemed to take on a new life...we 

worked with Lily Yeh and the head of Painted Bride, they worked together in the prison 

system.  

Overall, as the MAP increasingly became part of Philadelphia’s “economic 

engine” to revitalize the city in the 1990s, to its present role in promoting tourism and 

branding Philadelphia as “The City Of Murals,” it has maintained its earlier mission from 

its AGN days as an instrument of social change that transforms the lives of people 

involved in the process of mural making, as well as the lives (social and physical 

environments) of the residents of the neighborhoods in which these murals are installed 

(Golden, et al., 2002; 2006).
 
 Thusly, the MAP continues to be vested in local social 

programs as it promotes Philadelphia as “The Mural Capital of the World” on the 

national and international stage. 

 

B: MARKETING PHILADELPHIA: PROMOTING TOURISM AND URBAN 

BRANDING  

 

 A Shift from Social Programs: Promoting Tourism and Urban Branding  

 As discussed in the previous section, in the 1990s, Mayor Ed Rendell spearheaded 

the “art movement initiative” to revitalize the city.  In 1993 Rendell, founded the Avenue 

of the Arts Inc., an independent nonprofit organization to coordinate and oversee the 

efforts to use the arts to stimulate the city’s rebirth as a post-industrial competitor in a 
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global economy, from post-industrialization. Initially, the focus was on cultivating live 

performing arts South of Broad St. The “art movement initiative” extended to “attracting 

supporting commercial and retail tenants”
56

 – this is when the AGN’s role in “cleaning up 

the city” and “rehabilitating youth” came and joined forces with Center City 

development.  With the transfer of the AGN to the Department of Recreation and being 

inaugurated as the Mural Arts Program (1996), the merging of the social movement  “art 

as instrument of change/transformation” (Golden) and economic strategy “art as 

economic engine”  (Rendell) produced “art and commerce” (creative economy) – also 

known as urban branding.  

 Since the early 1990s, the MAP, together with the Philadelphia Office of Art, 

Culture (OAC)
57

 and cultural event organizers worked hand-in-hand to create and 

promote aestheticized cityscapes – not just for locals, but for also for visitors.   

As the MAP expanded, its goals went beyond improving the appearance of the inner city 

as well as empowering individuals and communities to  being an active player in the 

Philadelphia market economy – the MAP was to become an integral part of urban 

branding. Urban branding entails constructing the “uniqueness” of Philadelphia and 

                                                           
56

 New York Times 

(http://www.nytimes.com/2007/10/17/realestate/commercial/17philly.html)  

Accessed April 22, 2012 

 
57

 The OAC was discontinued in 2004, under Mayor Street, due to budget constraints. 

The OAC was brought back to life by Mayor Nutter in 2008 and renamed Office of Arts, 

Culture, and Creative Economy. 

http://www.nytimes.com/2007/10/17/realestate/commercial/17philly.html
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marketing “it” (the product/commodity), commodifying experience (such as the various 

tours), and consuming the commodity (“heritage” and “difference” (slum tours)). 

  Capitalizing on the “marketable qualities” of the MAP’s products (its ideology, 

social programs, and murals) is the goal of the Office of the Arts, Culture, and Creative 

Economy (OACCE) - the MAP’s partner in City Hall – both sharing a mutual goal of 

spurring Philadelphia’s economy through “art and culture;” as the MAP’s mission and 

programs expanded, correspondingly, its intended “audience,” the various consumers, 

expanded. These projects and programs cater to a certain demographic (the residents of 

“underserved neighborhoods”) and their perceived efficacy is catered toward a different 

audience (the sponsoring agents).  Presently, the OACCE together with the Greater 

Philadelphia Cultural Alliance (GPCA), the Greater Philadelphia Chamber of Commerce 

(GPCC), and the GPTMC work together to market and promotion The City of Brotherly 

Love as more than just an historic tourist site, but “The City of Murals” (branding began 

in 2003) and “The Mural Capital of the World” (branding began in 2011) – a “must-see 

destination” in the Northeast.  According to the GPTMC, four million people visit 

Historic Philadelphia (between Front and 7th Streets and Spruce and Race) annually; 

citing [then] Gov. Rendell, tourism in Philadelphia (both domestic and international) 

went from a “two-hour stop” to a “minimum two-day stop.”
58

   

 Thusly, the MAP’s mission during its early AGN days went from eradicating 

graffiti and “rehabilitating at-risk youth,” to focusing on social programs, to becoming an 

                                                           
58

 GPTMC (http://www.visitphilly.com/about/) Accessed May 1, 2010 

http://www.visitphilly.com/about/
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“economic engine.” As stated on its website, the MAP’s mission states that “Art Is An 

Economic Engine: This is not art for art's sake. Our institutional wisdom and intellectual 

property have value, add value, and are valuable. There's no shame in earning fair 

compensation for unique professional expertise.” 
59

  Moreover, in keeping with American 

media’s focus on “pleasure” as the end goal of any consumptive means, the MAP 

advertises its mission as “fun”: “Yo, This is Fun!: We're from Philly. We're for Philly. 

And we're having a hell of a good time.”
60

  Meanwhile, the original mission to produce 

neighborhood murals as part of a social movement to redirect urban youth and to 

empower neighborhoods is no longer the central focus of the MAP but operates within 

discrete school-based and prison-based populations,
61

 and continues alongside urban 

branding and tourism promotions.  

 Bob, who has been a witness at the inception of the AGN and the growth and 

expansion of the MAP observed that “all kinds of things are happening because of mural 

arts.”  He describes one in particular, “There's a group of women called the Pink Ladies, 

through experience and inspiration from their knowledge of Mural Arts have gone on to 

do their own particular program with kids in recreation centers, aside from Mural 

Arts...so it sparks all kinds of individual ideas.”  Toward the end of the interview, Bob 

                                                           
59

 Note, digital information changes on a frequent basis. The information, herein, is most 

accurate as of Dec. 28, 2011. (http://muralarts.org/about/mission)  

60
 Ibid 

61
 However, maintaining social programs is necessary in order to maintain relationships 

with sponsors of similar social program goals. 

 

http://muralarts.org/about/mission
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stressed, “Mural arts have become a tourist destination for the city…there are all kinds of 

things happening.”  

 As promoting tourism through “art and culture” and urban branding became the 

focus of the MAP and its partners (OACCE, GPTMC, GPCC, GPCA) and sponsors (for 

profit businesses, developers, and institutions), the location of mural production gradually 

shifted from local peripheral spaces (“underserved neighborhoods”) to highly trafficked 

and commercial areas (Broad St (between Washington and Germantown Avenue), 

University City, South Philadelphia, and Center City). In Center City (exact address), in 

2003, Pride & Progress by Ann Northrup was erected. According to the MAP, “It is the 

nation’s largest work of public art celebrating the LGBT community.”
62

  In the year 

2003, while publicizing its 2,300 mural completion, the MAP officially proclaimed 

Philadelphia as “America’s ‘City of Murals.’”
63

 In 2005, the MAP erected Legacy (7
th

 

and Chestnut) – made with Venetian mosaic tiles at a cost of $250,000, Legacy is the 

piece de resistance. It is the highlight of every mural tour. It is the main attraction for 

themed tours, such as the African-American Iconic Images and Black History Month. It 

is featured in all MAP advertising materials.  

 

  

                                                           
62

 MAP Timeline (April 2011, see Appendix)) 

63
 Ibid 
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 Support Network: Specialized Professionals Staff and Board of Directors  

 Currently, the non-profit arts advocate organization has fifty-six staff members, 

including five full-time artists. The staffing includes Jane Golden, the Executive Director, 

and a host of actors with specialized positions, dealing with finance, administration, 

special projects (such as fundraising and partnerships), and various programs.
64

 

Managing larger budgets, professionalized business, bureaucracies, and cultural 

institutions with social capital (universities, sports teams, and nationally renowned art 

institutions) requires both a larger specialized staff of managers and accountants, and 

staff familiar with the cultural knowledge and practices of these structures. 

 The public or private affiliations of the MAP’s Board of Directors reveal the cast 

of social actors who play a significant role in Philadelphia political economy, 

particularly, with specific regard to the “art and culture economic engine.”  From the 

information available on the MAP website as of December 2011, the following is 

revealed about the constituency of the member of its Board of Directors: twenty-two are 

from the private sector, seven directly work within city government, one is affiliated with 

NPR,
65

  three have no stated private or public affiliation,
66

  and one is a local celebrity.
67

  

                                                           
64

Joan Reilly: Chief Operating Officer; Eileen O'Donnell: Director of Finance & 

Administratio; Judie Gilmore: Director of Strategic Initiatives & Partnerships; Ryan 

Derfler: Director of Business Development; Cathy Harris: Director of Community 

Murals; Seth Turner: Director of Mural Operations & Restoration; Judy Hellman: 

Director of Special Projects; Yolanda Wisher: Program Director:  Art Education; Robyn 

Buseman: Program Director: Restorative Justice; Kevin Roche: Institutional Giving 

Manager (http://muralarts.org/about/staff) Accesed Dec. 28, 2011 

65
 NGO: Roger LaMay General Manager, WXPN (http://muralarts.org/node/48) 

Accessed Dec. 27, 2011 

http://muralarts.org/about/staff
http://muralarts.org/node/48
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Thusly, at the end of 2011, of the thirty-three MAP Board Members, an overwhelming 

majority (66%) are from the private sector.   

 Overall, the support network of the MAP shifted from City Hall, appropriate to 

the work in local poor neighborhoods (DHS), to the key public-private partnerships 

central to rebranding (OACCE, GPTMC, GPCC, GPCA). As the MAP expanded (sites, 

locations, programs, and mission), the staff grew in size and specialization – with 

professionals responsible for business, development, and marketing. The rescaled MAP 

upscaled operations and public outreach to national and global levels. 

Partners and Sponsors: Public Agencies, NGOs, and Private Enterprises 

 In its early days, the AGN had a minimal budget, with the PHS its main partner, 

and City Hall its main supporter. During Mayor Rendell’s tenure, the MAP’s main 

partner in City Hall was, what was then, The Office of the Arts and Culture (OAC). In 

2004, due to budgetary constraints, Mayor Street closed OAC.
68

  In 2008, mayoral 

candidate Michael Nutter was attuned to the economic importance of re-establishing the 

OAC. He declared, “It’s such a no-brainer that I’ll do it on my first day of office.”
69

  The 

day after he was elected, Mayor Nutter rejuvenated The Office of the Arts and Culture 

                                                                                                                                                                             
66

 No Affiliation : Peter Gross Doctor of Osteopathic Medicine; Susanna E. Lachs 

Attorney; Margelle Liss Philanthropist (http://muralarts.org/node/48) Accessed Dec. 27, 

2011 

67
 Local Celebrity: Tamala Edwards News Anchor/Reporter, WPVI-TV/ Channel 

(http://muralarts.org/node/48) Accessed Dec. 27, 2011; Edwads was the “celebrity” 

host/docent for the “Black History Month” mural tour on February 21, 2009. 

68
 Gwen Shaffer (Philadelphia Weekly October 16, 2007.  p.39) 

69
 Ibid 

http://muralarts.org/node/48
http://muralarts.org/node/48
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(OAC) and renamed it the Philadelphia Office of the Arts, Culture, and Creative 

Economy (OACCE). The new name/title suggests the role that the “arts and culture” play 

in the city’s economy. Most importantly, as a city government agency, the OACCE 

serves as an official bridge in connecting art organizations and artists to city organizers 

and planners.  For his part, Mayor Nutter has been an active advocate for public art, 

demonstrating his support for MAP projects and initiatives, by attending public 

announcements of new projects (such as the MAP’s partnership with Tony Goldman 

Development Properties in Center City on 13
th

 and Locust) and ribbon-cutting 

ceremonies such as the MAP’s new retail/studio space opening at the Gallery Mall in 

December 2011.  

 Besides Mayor Nutter, other city government officials are on the “MAP team.” At 

the end of December 2011, seven MAP Board Members worked for the city of 

Philadelphia;
70

 six of them holding “ex-officio” status
71

 (meaning, by virtue of their 

                                                           
70

 MAP Board Members who are public officials: The Honorable Darrell Clarke,  Ex-

Officio Councilman, City of Philadelphia; Everett Gillison, Ex-Officio Deputy Mayor of 

Public Safety, City of Philadelphia; The Honorable James Kenney,  Ex-Officio; 

Councilman, City of Philadelphia; Clarena Tolson,  Ex-Officio; Streets Commissioner, 

City of Philadelphia; Dr. Arthur Evans,  Ex-Officio; Director, Department of Behavioral 

Health, City of Philadelphia; Gary Steuer, Ex-Officio Office of Arts, Culture, and the 

Creative Economy, City of Philadelphia; Brett Mapp Director of Operations, Old City 

District 

71
 Often, chief executives are said to serve as ex officio members of their board, meaning 

that they attend board meetings "by reason of their office," rather than through elections. 

Other ex officio members could be government officials who are required to represent the 

government as part of a major grant provision. These delegates are appointed because of 

the position they hold and not because they have expressed particular interest in the 

organization. It is important to expect the same commitment from these delegates as from 

other board members. There is often a misconception that ex officio board members lack 
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public office position, and not through an election); two are councilmen, one works in 

public safety, one works in streets and sanitation, another deals with “behavioral health,” 

and one official works in the office of “arts and culture and creative economy.”  The 

combination of all their offices together and each corresponding official assignment 

(public transcript), fits perfectly with the precise goal of the MAP
72

 – to transform “social 

deviants” into civil and productive members of society -  by creating safe and clean 

environment (physical and social), accomplished through art and its derivatives (art 

education, restorative justice).
73

  More recently, as the program has expanded, the MAP’s 

goals go beyond social therapy, to being an active player in the Philadelphia market 

economy:   selling products and services, consuming “heritage” and “difference,” and 

commodifying experience (the various tours). The shift from civilizing “at-risk” youth to 

marketing the city is an economic process/strategy is an example of urban branding. 

 Capitalizing on the “marketable qualities” of the MAP is the goal of the Office of 

the Arts, Culture, and Creative Economy (OACCE) -the MAP’s partner in City Hall – 

both sharing a mutual goal of spurring Philadelphia’s economy through “art and culture.”   

Presently, according to the OACCE website, the agency serves residents, businesses, and 

                                                                                                                                                                             

voting rights, but the term has nothing to do with voting. It is important to clarify in the 

bylaws whether ex officio board members may have the right to vote. (D. Benson 

Tesdahl, The Nonprofit Board's Guide to Bylaws (BoardSource 2003), 

(http://www.boardsource.org/Knowledge.asp?ID=3.159) Accessed February 2, 2012 

72
 The DHS and DBHIDS are MAP sponsors; an Anti-graffiti task force (separate from 

the MAP) operates within the Streets Department  

73
 MAP programs include: Art Education and Youth Development, Community 

Engagement, muraLab, and Restorative Justice. 

http://www.boardsource.org/Knowledge.asp?ID=3.159
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visitors: “We focus on supporting the City's thriving cultural and creative sector, and 

sharing stories of the people and products that drive its growth.”
74

 OACCE’s focus on 

“the production and consumption of creative works” is an example of an economic 

strategy. 

 Another one of the city’s social service agencies, the Department of Behavioral 

Health and Intellectual disAbility Services (DBHIDS) has also partnered with the MAP.
75

 

The city agency sponsored a series of mural about “mental health.”
76

 
77

 According to the 

information available on the MAP website, DBHIDS has sponsored 842 murals.
78

 

Thusly, the MAP continues its long standing partnership with the city of Philadelphia 

(OACCE) and with agencies that work for the city of Philadelphia (DHS and DBHIDS).  

 The MAP works with the following NGOs to promote cultural tourism and 

stimulate a creative economy in Philadelphia: the Greater Philadelphia Cultural Alliance 
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 (http://creativephl.org/) Accessed Dec. 28, 2011 

75
 DBHIDS (http://www.dbhids.org/) Accessed February 18, 2012 

76
 In August 2010, the MAP received a $500,000 matching grant from the Robert Wood 

Johnson Foundation to help fund a program assisting those suffering from behavioral, 

addiction, and mental health problems. The grant, given to the program's nonprofit fund-

raising unit - the Philadelphia Mural Arts Advocates - will support the ongoing Porch 

Light Initiative, which focuses on three North Philadelphia communities. 

(http://www.dbhids.org/mural-arts-program-gets-a-500-000-grant/) Accessed February 

18, 2012 

77
 The Scatterhood Foundation of Behavioral Health is also a sponsor of the MAP and 

DBHIDS (http://muralarts.org/support/our-supporters) Accessed Dec. 17, 2011 

78
 (http://www.muralfarm.org/Muralfarm/Search.aspx?tab=image&people=DBH ) 

Accessed February 27, 2012 

http://creativephl.org/
http://www.dbhids.org/
http://www.dbhids.org/mural-arts-program-gets-a-500-000-grant/
http://muralarts.org/support/our-supporters
http://www.muralfarm.org/Muralfarm/Search.aspx?tab=image&people=DBH
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(GPCA)
79

 
80

; the Greater Philadelphia Chamber of Commerce (GPCC)
81

;  and the Greater 

Philadelphia Tourism Marketing Corporation (GPTMC)
82

  
83

 

 The MAP obtains a large percentage of its funding from private enterprises.  In 

spring 2008, the MAP had 130 sponsors listed on its website. As of late 2011, the MAP 

has 214 Institutional Sponsors and 18 Matching Gift Supporters, for a grand total of 232 

sponsors.  That is a tremendous 78% increase within the last three years. This profound 
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 The National Endowment of the Arts provided the GPCA with a $30,000 

To support electronic marketing initiatives: Phillyfunguide, an online entertainment event 

calendar, and Funsavers, a discount ticket program. Project activity will include the 

addition of a new mobile phone app and enhanced website features that will broaden user 

experiences. (http://arts.gov/grants/recent/12grants/12AAE.php?CAT=Art 

Works&DIS=Local Arts Agencies) Accessed February 27, 2012) 

 
80

The GPCA is committed to the power of arts and culture in our everyday lives. From 

the people, by the people and for the people- our collective work recharges those we care 

about, adds meaning to our children’s education, energizes our neighborhoods and 

powers economic investment and revitalization.  (http://www.philaculture.org/ ) 

Accessed Dec. 17, 2011 

 
81

 The GPCC is dedicated to promoting regional economic growth, advancing business-

friendly public policies, and servicing our members through outstanding programs, 

benefits and services. (http://www.greaterphilachamber.com/about) Accessed Dec. 17, 

2011 

 
82

 In 2008, Gov. Rendell's awarded $1.8 to the GPTMC to promote Philadelphia tourism. 

(http://www.philly.com/philly/jobs/industries/transportation/20080318_Pa__tourism_gets

__5_million.html) Accessed April 30, 2012 

 
83

 GPTMC is a private, non-profit organization that promotes leisure travel to 

Philadelphia and The Countryside®. Recognizing that leisure tourism could be an 

important industry for the city and region, the City of Philadelphia, the Commonwealth 

of Pennsylvania and The Pew Charitable Trusts founded GPTMC in 1996. The next year, 

GPTMC launched the first consumer campaign inviting people to visit the five-county 

region (Bucks, Chester, Delaware, Montgomery and Philadelphia counties). 

(http://www.visitphilly.com/about/) Accessed Dec. 17, 2011 

http://www.philaculture.org/
http://www.greaterphilachamber.com/about
http://www.philly.com/philly/jobs/industries/transportation/20080318_Pa__tourism_gets__5_million.html
http://www.philly.com/philly/jobs/industries/transportation/20080318_Pa__tourism_gets__5_million.html
http://www.visitphilly.com/about/
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increase in the number of sponsors is quite impressive. It demonstrates the MAP’s power 

to generate funding, that allows it to maintain its programs, initiate new projects, as well 

as increase its staff – from a handful of volunteers in 1984 to its present 56 full-time 

employees. The Philadelphia Mural Arts Advocates (the fund-raising arm of the MAP) 

and MAP employees (with special positions in finance, business development, and 

marketing) work together to (1) increase  the number of sponsors with capital and 

influence and (2) to increase the  influence of for profit capitalist (such as PREIT and 

Goldman Properties. 

 The majority of the 214 MAP Institutional Sponsors are business and banking 

enterprises, some are local (Citizens Bank, Philadelphia Eagles, Phillies, and TD Bank), 

and some are large national corporations (Bank of America, Comcast, Dow Chemical, 

GSK, IBM, Lincoln Financial, Morgan Stanley Dean & Witte, and Target).  A host of 

local and national philanthropic foundations also provide support to the MAP – about 60 

foundations, as of December 2011.
84

  Some of the local sponsors are educational and 

medical institutions, such as Drexel College of Nursing, Fox School of Business at 

Temple University, Gwynedd-Mercy College, Hahnemann University Hospital, LaSalle 

University, Neumann University, Stanford Alumni Association, Temple University, 

Thomas Jefferson University, University City Science Center, University City Swim 

Club, University of Pennsylvania, University of Pennsylvania School of Nursing, 
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 (http://muralarts.org/support/our-supporters) Accessed Dec. 17, 2011 

http://muralarts.org/support/our-supporters
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University of the Science in Philadelphia, The Shipley School, Villanova University, and 

Widener University (a total of seventeen). 

At various times, several MAP artists have been involved with local Universities 

as Teaching Instructors, including, Jane Golden (University of the Arts, Pennsylvania 

Academy of Fine Arts, and the University of Pennsylvania), Ann Northrup (Pennsylvania 

University), Shira Walinsky (University of the Arts and University of Pennsylvania), 

Donald Gensler (University of Pennsylvania). Currently, David McShane teaches at 

LaSalle University and Pepon Osorio (a Latino artist and art educator) teaches at Tyler 

School of Art at Temple University.  

Besides academic relationships in area schools with some of its personnel, the 

MAP has also worked as collaborators and partners with local colleges.  Bryn Mawr 

College sponsored a mural, Pioneering Women from A-Z, which was installed at a Health 

Center in West Philadelphia (4400 Haverford Avenue). The dedication took place on 

April 30, 2011. The mural subject and theme was part of Bryn Mawr’s “Bold Vision, For 

Women, For the World” project.”
85

 

 Another instance of collaboration with area schools is with Drexel University. 

Graphic design student Randi Dean created a mobile exhibit about the history of the 
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  The MAP’s description of its collaboration with Bryn Mawr: “This project allows us 

to do two important things in connection with our anniversary,” says Bryn Mawr 

president Jane McAuliffe. “Through our partnership with the City, we’re reaching out 

and contributing to the Greater Philadelphia community in a meaningful way and we’re 

creating a testament to the power of women’s education that will last far beyond our 

year-long celebration.” (http://muralarts.org/interact/blog/mural-dedication-pioneering-

women-z) Accessed August 13, 2011 

http://muralarts.org/interact/blog/mural-dedication-pioneering-women-z
http://muralarts.org/interact/blog/mural-dedication-pioneering-women-z


80 

 

Mural Arts Program.
86

  At Fox School of Business (Temple University), Illumination of 

the Mind was created by artist Ernel Martinez and installed in the lobby of the building 

on April 2009.
87

  It is an image of a diamond shining brightly.  At the Department of 

Social Work, Assistant Professor of Social Work, Jonathan Singer is currently working 

with the MAP to create a virtual support community for people whose lives have been 

affected by suicide.
88

  

 Among areas schools, the University of Pennsylvania has had the most 

collaboration and partnership with the MAP.  Besides sponsorship, The University of 

Pennsylvania has had a history of creative collaborations with the MAP. In 2003, when 

Jane Golden and Donald Gensler were teaching at the University, they helmed the Big 

Picture program that was sponsored by the University.  Several other MAP artists have 

worked at the university as art instructors. The Almanac has documented the Mural Arts 

Program and the University’s long-standing partnership.
89
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 (http://www.drexel.edu/now/news-media/releases/archive/2011/December/Mural-Arts-

student-project/) Accessed Dec. 17, 2011 

87
( http://sbm.temple.edu/blogs/alter/2009/05/04/illumination-of-the-mind/) Accessed 

Dec. 17, 2011 

88
 (http://news.temple.edu/news/professor-designs-website-offering-support-families-

dealing-suicide) Accessed Dec. 17, 2011 

89
The Philadelphia Mural Arts Program's Penn Connections – recognizes works of 

Donald Gensler (Holding Grandmother’s Quilt and Reaching for Your Star), Michael 

Webb (Julian Abele), and Marcus Akinlana (Tuskegee Airmen); Donald Gensler and Jane 

Golden (lecturers at PennDesign) involved assistance from Penn students as part of the 

Academically Based Community Service (ABCS) class, The Big Picture: Mural Art in 

Philadelphia. (April 26, 2011, Volume 57, No. 31)  

 (http://www.upenn.edu/almanac/volumes/v57/n31/murals.html) Accessed Dec. 29, 2011 

http://www.drexel.edu/now/news-media/releases/archive/2011/December/Mural-Arts-student-project/
http://www.drexel.edu/now/news-media/releases/archive/2011/December/Mural-Arts-student-project/
http://sbm.temple.edu/blogs/alter/2009/05/04/illumination-of-the-mind/
http://news.temple.edu/news/professor-designs-website-offering-support-families-dealing-suicide
http://news.temple.edu/news/professor-designs-website-offering-support-families-dealing-suicide
http://www.upenn.edu/almanac/volumes/v57/n31/murals.html
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 Other sponsors include faith-based organizations, “green” organizations, and 

renowned arts foundations.  Locally, two faith-based organizations support the MAP, 

Calvary Presbyterian Church and St. Johns Evangelical Lutheran Church; two “greening 

organizations” support the MAP, Garden Club of Philadelphia and The Pennsylvania 

Horticultural Society.
90

  Nationally, the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA), The 

Ford Foundation, The Pew Center for Arts & Heritage - Philadelphia Exhibitions 

Initiative, and the local Public Broadcasting Stations  affiliations, WHYY and WPVI-TV, 

support the MAP. For a complete list of MAP Institutional Supporters and Matching Gift 

Supporters, see the End Notes for this section.
91

  

 Overall, partners and sponsors have played a major role in the MAP’s expansion – 

from recreation programs, to social services, to upscaling the city (parts of), the MAP 

would not be able to fund these programs without sponsors.  Some sponsors are affiliated 

with powerful institutions (banking, finance, developers, academic, and sports teams) 

and, as such, can dictate or determine the theme/message and location of a mural; it isn’t 

unlike putting up a billboard – as with the case of the Philadelphia Phillies mural at 

Citizen’s Bank ballpark. More recently, the MAP partnered with Goldman Properties for 

the creation of murals in Center City (South 13th Street). According to Philly News 

(online edition), developer Tony Goldman was instrumental in revitalizing 
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 The Pennsylvania Horticultural Society’s (PHS) Philadelphia Green Program has 

partnered with MAP since 1997. According to the MAP Timeline, as PHS’ “Greene 

Country Towne” expandd the PHS staffers brough artists along to negotiate murals for 

neighborhoods hardest hit by the city’s industrial decline. 

(http://muralarts.org/about/timeline) Accessed April 13, 2011 

91
 (http://muralarts.org/support/our-supporters) Accessed Dec. 17, 2012 
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neighborhoods in Miami (South Beach) and New York (SoHo).
92

 
93

  The latest venture of 

the MAP is in the commercial scene, the retail variety. In partnership with PREIT,
94

 the 

owners of The Gallery Mall in Center City, the MAP has opened a retail space for 

consumers to purchase MAP products.
95

  The ribbon cutting for the retail space took 

place on December13, 2011, with both Jane Golden and Mayor Nutter conducting the 

ceremonies. 
96

   

 

 Fundraising  

 Critical to the MAP’s existence and promulgation is fundraising and maintaining 

business partnerships – this can never be overstated. The expansion of the program with a 

focus on the center area (compared to peripheral areas), the shift to the emphasis on 

tourism and tours, and the role of partners, funders, and trustees are in the city’s 

economics are all components of urban branding. In Philadelphia, the MAP’s local 
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 (http://articles.philly.com/2011-07-12/news/29765009_1_philadelphia-s-mural-arts-

program-street-art-public-art accessed122911) 

93
 

(http://www.philly.com/philly/news/20110711_New_murals_to_adorn_more_city_walls.

html) Accessed July 11, 2011 

94
 PREIT stands for Pennsylvania Real Estate Investment Trust. It is the owner of forty 

malls. (http://preit.com/) Accessed Dec. 29, 2011 

95
 Across from the retail space is a working studio. A visit on December 14, the day after 

its opening (December 13), indicated that the retail space was still very much in the 

“development stage.”  It may hold a gallery, or the studio may hold the gallery. The 

studio space is about half the size of the retail space. 

96
 (http://philadelphia.cbslocal.com/2011/12/13/mural-arts-program-opens-public-

outreach-center-in-gallery-shopping-mall/#comments) Accessed Dec. 29, 2011 
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Partnerships and Collaborations are extensive, which includes businesses and developers. 

As of a fall 2011, the MAP had 232 sponsors listed on its website (214 Institutional 

Sponsors and 18 Matching Gift Sponsors).
97

  Nationally, the MAP has been awarded 

grants by The Ford Foundation,
98

 The National Endowment of Arts,
99

 and The Knight’s 

Foundation.
100

 

  In terms of Fundraising, the MAP employs a host of strategies: (1) direct  support 

from the Philadelphia Mural Arts Advocates;
101

 (2) the MAP employs staff members 

whose specific role is to procure monies on various levels (sponsorship, partnership, and 

joint commercial ventures)
102

; (3) income from the ten various mural tours (see the 

section on the Expansion of the Audience) and the newly leased  retail space at Gallery 

Mall in Center City (opened December 13, 2011) that sells an assortment of mural 
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 This is a 78% increase from spring 2008. 

98
 The Ford Foundation sponsored the Norristown Passage mural in the Fishtown area of 

Philadelphia. 

99
 Philadelphia Mural Arts Advocates (aka Mural Arts Program) $35,000 - To support the 

Mural Arts Program. Students develop personal portfolios and collaborate with 

professional artists and community members and stakeholders to plan, design, and 

execute large-scale, sophisticated murals and other works of public art. 

(http://arts.gov/grants/recent/12grants/12AAE.php?CAT=Art Works&DIS=Arts 

Education) Accessed February 27, 2012 

100
 Knight’s Foundation: Witnessing the Transformational Power of The Arts 

(http://www.knightarts.org/community/philadelphia/2011-kacp-winners) Accessed Jan 

10, 2012 

101
 In 1997, Philadelphia Mural Arts Advocates, a private nonprofit, is incorporated to 

advise and support the program (MAP Timeline. Accessed April 2011, see Appendix) 

102
 Director of Strategic Initiatives & Partnerships, Director of Business Development, 

Institutional Giving Manager, Marketing Manager (2), Project Manager: Special Projects 

(Wall Ball), Vice President for Development (http://muralarts.org/about/staff) Accessed 

Dec. 30, 2011 

http://www.knightarts.org/community/philadelphia/2011-kacp-winners
http://muralarts.org/about/staff


84 

 

memorabilia; (4) income from Mural Arts books (2002, 2006); (5) regular mail and 

electronic mail solicitations for donations; (6) MAP website solicitations for donations; 

and (7) the various fund raising events, such as the annual Wall Ball and “celebrity 

auctions.” 

 With regard to regular mail and electronic mail solicitations, for the last three 

holiday seasons (2009 – 2011), I received both an electronic request (email) and hard-

copy request (regular post) from the MAP asking for donations, reminding “art lovers” 

that donating is a charitable act especially during the “holidays” and because these 

donations are tax deductable (so it’s a “win-win situation”).  An example of the MAP’s 

solicitation pamphlet is the Annual Giving Campaign (2009-2010) with the title/theme 

Paint it Forward. It is apparent that the term “paint it forward” suggests that with a paint 

brush people, society, and places can be change – for the betterment of everyone. 

 In terms of website solicitations, on its website, the MAP has a Support page. The 

How to Support page provides details about the three categories of supporters, namely 

Individual Support, Institutional Support, and Sponsors.
103

  Individual Supporters have 

four options: a check, matching a gift, through United Way, and Securities, Bequests and 

Planned Giving.
104

  At one of the events I attended (the African-American Iconic Images 

Collection in May 2011), at the end of the talk, during the “question and answer” 

segment, the topic at the moment was “how to help the MAP and how to help the 

community,” a elderly black woman stood up and humbly said that, although at the 
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 (https://muralarts.org/support/how-to-support) Accessed Dec. 30, 2011 

104
 Ibid 

https://muralarts.org/support/how-to-support
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present time she is unable to donate monies to the MAP, she has put the MAP on her will, 

and upon her passing will receive ownership of it. This was her gift to the MAP. 

 The How Art Ignites Change page
105

 provides a link to a video
106

 that 

demonstrates the MAP’s ideology of the power of art to transform individuals (personal), 

neighborhoods and communities (social), and by extension the larger physical (blight 

removal and aesthetic uplift), environmental (green and sanitized spaces for living 

(civility) and consumption (visual and material), and economic fabric of a post-industrial 

city (creative industry, economic viability/sustainability).  The MAP’s Support page is a 

prime example of Electronic Marketing Initiatives – a common practice in contemporary 

media advertising (engaging, attracting, soliciting, and selling “ideas”) and public 

consumption of products and services. 

 In terms of fundraising events, each year, in the month of June, the MAP holds 

the Wall Ball
107

 - a massive celebration to honor the organization’s “successes” in the 

past year. This end of the fiscal year celebration is also to thank the MAP’s sponsors, 

partners, and collaborators for all the support they have given, without which the MAP 

would not be able to achieve its goals (betterment of individuals, better of community, 
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 Ibid 

106
 Video link: (http://muralarts.org/support/31) Accessed Dec. 30, 2011 

107
 (http://muralarts.org/interact/blog/wall-ball-2011) Accessed Dec. 18, 2011 

http://muralarts.org/support/31
http://muralarts.org/interact/blog/wall-ball-2011
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betterment of Philadelphia and its future). At the same time the Wall Ball is also a 

fundraising event – all proceeds from ticket sales go directly to the MAP.
108

   

 

 Maintaining Partnerships 

 Partnerships, whether with public agencies, private companies, and non-

government organizations are ultimately a relationship of social reciprocity.  What first 

brings “A” and “B” together or “X” and “Y” together (or any possible combinations, 

thereof; for example, the “art and criminal justice” conference held by the MAP in 2007) 

is a matter of shared foundational ideology (i.e. “art saves lives” and “art ignites change”) 

and the belief in mutually rewarding outcomes (i.e. “paint it forward” solicitation), or, at 

the very least, generally speaking, a positive outcome for the most part.  

 As discussed in previous section, from April 2008 until December 2011 (3 years 

and 9 months), the number of MAP sponsors increased by 78% (this is the individual 

named sponsors/partners, not the total amount of monetary contribution).  It appears, 

these sponsors and contributors share the MAP’s ideology, as evidenced by their 

generous pocketbooks.
109
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 On a personal note, since the beginning of my research on public art (spring 2008), I 

have not attended the Wall Ball or any fundraising events for that matter – because, 

naturally, it costs money to attend! For the Wall Ball that took place on June 1, 2011, the 

tickets were $500 (Benefactor), $300 (Patron), and $200 (Guest). 

109
 At a Temple University graduate student event that took place in late summer 2011, 

one of the college officials I met disclosed that he and his wife are “proud MAP 

sponsors.” He went to say, that “it’s a very good program, it raises social awareness.” 
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 Of late, within the last six months, the MAP’s partnership with Tony Goldman 

Properties presents a model for “likely to succeed” project. This is because urban 

developer Tony Goldman already has had success transforming “neighborhoods of 

neglect and decline,” into present day “cool places to live” – such as those in SoHo in 

New York City and South Beach, Miami.
110

  Goldman is currently working on South 13
th

 

and Locust.
111

  

 Partners also have to be rewarded – this is the time of the Wall Ball, an annual 

event held in June. It is a huge event that highlights the MAP’s “successes” in the past 

year and honors those who have made monetary contributions that has allowed the 

organization to pursue its goals. This end of the fiscal year celebration is specifically 

designed to thank the MAP’s sponsors, partners, and collaborators for all the support they 

have given, without which the MAP would not be able to achieve its goals (betterment of 

individuals, better of community, betterment of Philadelphia and hope
112

 for its future). 

Thusly, the Wall Ball is an example of social reciprocity. 
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 Tony Goldman investment in Center City 

 (http://articles.philly.com/2011-07-12/news/29765009_1_philadelphia-s-mural-arts-

program-street-art-public-art) Accessed Dec. 29, 2011 
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 (http://muralarts.org/goldman accessed 021812) 
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 “Hope” is a common mural theme. 
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 C: Global Outreach and Media Coverage  

 

 In its continuing expansion and mission to promote its cause to a worldwide stage, 

the MAP has embarked on projects attracting national and international audiences. At the 

same time, the MAP’s role in Philadelphia’s art, tourism, and development scene has 

been cited by several media outlets, mostly local, with some national coverage. 

 In 2004, the Mural Arts Program hosted a National Conference on Mural Art.
113

 

According to the MAP Timeline, “The conference explores the intersection of art, public 

policy and community development through panels, lectures, presentations, and case 

studies of successful mural projects.”
114

  Vincent talked about this conference when I 

interviewed him. It was significant to him because it is where he met representatives from 

the Irish Art Council who invited him to work on a mural project in Dublin, Ireland. 

Vincent embarked on that new project and experience in 2005. On an even more personal 

level, it was doubly significant for him because he is of Irish descent.  

                                                           
113

 The National Conference on Mural Art will be a venue for the exchange of knowledge 

among peers and will capitalize on the Philadelphia Department of Recreation Mural Arts 

Program's twenty years of leadership in the arena of neighborhood transformation 

through mural making.  This conference will explore the intersection of art, public policy, 

and community development by means panels, presentations, and "case studies" of 

successful mural projects. The Mural Arts Program will facilitate dialogue, disseminate 

information on its own successful practices, and document the important contributions 

and perspectives of others whose work involves the intersection of mural making and 

urban renewal. We will incorporate a master class into the conference program, but the 

main thrust of this conference will be its uniqueness in teaching communities how to 

build a successful, sustainable mural program. Learn how Mural Art can be used as a 

vehicle of social change and community development. 

(http://www.knowledgeplex.org/event.html?id=21846) Accessed February 18, 2012 

114
 MAP Timeline (April 2011, see Appendix) 

http://www.knowledgeplex.org/event.html?id=21846
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 In 2007, the MAP hosted a national conference on Arts in Criminal Justice. 

According to the MAP Timeline, participants included “more than 300 individuals, 

representing 35 states and nine countries.” Accordingly, “Attendees spend one full day of 

the conference at the State Correctional Institution at Graterford to allow participation by 

incarcerated men involved with the Mural Arts Program’s mural workshops there.”
115

 

This conference is in line with the MAP’s Restorative Justice Program – and its 

derivatives, Restorative Justice Tours, films, and ongoing talks. 

 Both 2004 and 2007 conferences are meant to attract a wider, larger audience – 

which it has. Between the time of the two conferences the MAP and MAP affiliated 

artists were expanding their horizons, beyond the streets of Philadelphia. In 2005, the 

MAP brought together 26 schools across Pennsylvania in a state-wide mural-making 

project. Each school contributed to an education-themed mural panel, which is installed 

on the Department of Education building in Harrisburg.
116

  In 2005, Remy worked on a 

mural project in Harlem, NY. In 2006, after Hurricane Katrina, Remy worked on mural 

projects in Mississippi and New Orleans, Louisiana. These projects were not directly 

through the MAP, but Remy’s skills as a muralist, an art educator, and a bilingual speaker 

of both English and Spanish are a prime asset in terms of working with people in 

“underserved neighborhoods.”  Outside of Philadelphia, Remy worked on mural projects 

in Lancaster and Allentown – neither of which was directly through the MAP, but her 

work as an individual artist, with her designs and creations adorning the city (as an 
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independent contractor for the MAP), has made her attractive to audiences beyond 

Philadelphia.  

 The MAP continued its global outreach trajectory with projects in Ireland and 

Vietnam. In 2007, the MAP worked on its first youth-based international mural when 

youth from Big Picture collaborated with youth from the Dublin, Ireland-based Dophin 

Arts Group. The product of the creative partnership is Common Ground: Global Heritage 

mural by James Burns, which is installed on Olney High School West.
117

 

 In fall 2008, I attended a talk at Temple University about the MAP’s collaboration 

with “art activists” in Hanoi, Vietnam. Jane Golden and Thu Thuy Nguyen (an artist and 

journalist In Vietnam) talked about the importance of creating public art. Vietnam native 

and MAP affiliated artist (independent contractor) Kien Nguyen expressed, how, before 

the fall of communism (which transpired in the early 1990s), everything in Hanoi was 

dull and gray in color, just like the spirits of the people.  The only “art work” was 

propaganda murals.  Now, and increasingly since the fall of communism, the creatively 

inclined are free to express themselves more and are compelled to beautify their city; no 

more gray and no more communist “art.”  Inspired by the MAP, they create colorful 

ornate landscapes. Thu Thuy Nguyen organized and founded The Hanoi Mural Project. 

 According to the Hanoi Ceramic Mosaic Mural booklet
118

 (that was handed out to 

the audience), previously, the concept of “public art” was non-existent in Vietnam (let 

alone its material/physical manifestation).  Thu Thuy Nguyen’s idea of converting a 
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 MAP Timeline (April 2011) 
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 Published by New Hanoi Arts (http://hanoimural.vn/) Accessed August 11, 2011 

http://hanoimural.vn/
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historical dike
119

 into a mosaic mural was the impetus for the urban beautification 

initiative. Jane Golden and other MAP members were in Hanoi for the unveiling of The 

Hanoi Mural Project.  According to the New Hanoi Arts brochure, the exact aims of the 

project include promoting public art in Hanoi and throughout Vietnam, and to encourage 

and involve “every social-economic organization, each and every friend of Hanoi in 

beautifying this charming city.”
120

  The goal of the project shares the MAP’s “art as 

transformative tool/vehicle” ideology.  Its enactment reifies the MAP’s “art ignites 

change” mantra and “paint it forward” promotional undertaking.  Before and after 

photographs, depicted on the brochure, elucidate a transformed landscape. 

 At the same time, MAP affiliated artists embarked on their own separate projects 

with different international affiliations. Vincent worked as a Cultural Envoy with the US 

Embassy in Paris in 2009. Vincent shared his observations and experience in Paris: 

In 2009 I was in and outside the neighborhoods of Paris doing projects as a Cultural 

Envoy for the US Embassy, myself and two other artists from the MAP, we worked with 

kids in the immigrant neighborhoods, there had been a lot of rioting...of young people, 

mostly immigrants or children of immigrants (from African and the Middle East), so you 

has a lot of non-Christian, non-white, non-Western young people who were feeling 

marginalized and there's not an access to guns like we have here in America, so they 

were rioting by burning and throwing rocks and things like that...Anyway, the US 

Embassy had heard and seen some of the work the MAP had done and wondered if it 

made sense for us to try to engage some of the young people, most of the rioters were 

under 25, so that's what we were trying to do. 

  

                                                           
119

 For over one thousand years, the concrete dike along the Red River has protected 

Hanoi from floods, thereby, preventing destruction and permitting the populace to 

survive and thrive (Hanoi Ceramic Mosaic Mural booklet p.1 2008) 

120
 As describe on the Hanoi Ceramic Mosaic Mural booklet p.3 2008. 
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 Remy worked on a combination of mural and art education project s in Ecuador 

and Costa Rica, a mural project in Juarez, Mexico, and most recently, a mural project in 

Spain (fall 2011). (Remy pointed out that just because an artist is an artist does not mean 

that that artist can be an art educator.)  Like Vincent, Remy has worked as a Cultural 

Envoy for the US Embassy – in Fiji, in 2008. When asked how that project came about, 

Remy revealed that a Fijian diplomat happened to see her murals and was taken by it 

(Gell’s “art and agency” and the power of art to captivate) and inquired about her.  From 

then, connections were made, that led her to Fiji. Remy shared her experience as a first 

time Cultural Envoy: “My first experience was in Fiji...working with communities I don't 

necessarily come from...using the arts as a communication tool [vehicle]...completely 

sponsored by the US Embassy.”  Remy’s next assignment as a Cultural Envoy for the US 

Embassy is to Argentina, scheduled between March and April of this year (2012). 

 Another MAP artist who worked on mural projects abroad is Sal, in Ireland, 

August 2011. Sal shared his experience: 

I was working in Ireland with three other artists, we were working with the Protestant 

and Catholic communities, [SS: there's historical conflicts there] absolutely, we were in 

this town of Derry, there were lots of battlegrounds for that, so we had workshops were 

we divided kids from both communities work (together), which was a very difficult thing 

to do, this is independent of the mural arts, so that experience which brought those two 

communities together, although all we did was make art, it was an opportunity for those 

kids to interact with each other and realize that they're not that different..so, it's definitely 

a good experience.” 
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 Vincent, Remy, and Sal are MAP artists who have worked on international mural 

projects, although not directly affiliated with the MAP, but whose work became known 

through the MAP’s public art projects. Evidently, the requesting and/or sponsoring 

agencies (school or US embassy) shared the MAP’s ideology “Art Ignites Change” – 

whether that remains true or valid is a matter of contention and further discussion. 

 

  

Media Coverage  

 In order to sustain its mission and to promote its expansion, in addition to 

sponsors, the MAP needs positive media attention. Media coverage and strong 

advertisements of the MAP’s success is necessary to (aspire for) bigger goals and to serve 

the consuming public. The MAP has its own marketing and advertising specialists – they 

are responsible for creating and publicizing events. 

On a regular basis (monthly), the MAP holds several events to inform the public 

about its presence and to promote its cause – the transforming power of art. Currently, the 

MAP’s slogan is “art ignites change.”  Prior to summer 2010, it was “art saves lives.”  

Both paradigms are founded on the idea of that art can be used as an instrument of 

change – and change for the betterment of humankind/society. These events, also referred 

to as “outreach events” by the MAP, include talks about its history, proposed projects, 

current projects, and its role in Philadelphia creative economy.  In addition to talks, 

public engagement events include community meetings, volunteer paint days, dedications 

of new murals, and press conferences and announcements about new mural projects and 
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its sponsor, and/or new partnerships/collaborations with a particular 

organization(s)/artist(s), or announcement about the MAP’s integral role in Philadelphia’s 

two major annual art events - the International Flower Show (hosted by the Philadelphia 

Historical Society and the Philadelphia International Festival of the Arts).
121

   

The Mural Arts Program has had a substantial amount of media coverage, 

especially in the local press.  With enormous backing from the Philadelphia Office of 

Arts, Culture, and Creative Economy (OACCE), “hands-on” partnership with the Greater 

Philadelphia Cultural Alliance (GPCA) and Greater Philadelphia Chamber of Commerce 

(GPCC), and the aggressive marketing strategies of the Greater Philadelphia Tourism and 

Marketing Corporation (GPTMC),
122

 the MAP has had the local media outlets at the palm 

of its hand.  The GPCA, GPCC, and GPTMC are all vested on marketing cultural tourism 

(Bourdieu’s economy of cultural goods) – and the Mural Arts Program (including all its 

derivatives: talks, tours, dedications, fundraising events, and various art related programs 

– youth oriented and prison oriented) is the perfect “medium” (in several  multiple 

intersecting ways – like a spider’s web) for such a task. Hence, it comes as no surprise 

that the MAP has generated a great deal of media coverage, locally, with some notable 

national coverage.  

On the local level, the MAP had its exact slogan “Art Saves Lives” on the title of 

an article published in the very respectable Philadelphia Business Journal (Nov. 1, 
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 International Flower Show held every March and PIFA held every May. 

122
 For details about the GPCA, GPCC, and GPTMC – see Chapter 6: Partnership and 

Collaboration. 
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2007).  The Philadelphia Daily News headlined “Murals Capture the Essence of Philly” 

(February 17, 2009). The Philadelphia Inquirer has had numerous write-ups about the 

MAP.
123

  The theme of this coverage can be summed up as a very positive portrayal of 

the MAP and the MAP as beneficial to neighborhoods and the city (beautifying, 

civilizing) – in other words, the Inquirer coverage reinforces the MAP public transcript - 

i.e., “art saves lives.”  National Public Radio also reified MAP’s mantra in its coverage of 

the MAP. The most recent “On Philly's Walls, Murals Painted with Brotherly Love” 

(August 23, 2010) subscribes to the MAP’s “art saves lives” theme – an update on a 

previous story, “Healing Walls: A Battered Community Turns to Art” (October 21, 

2004), that highlights art as therapeutic on several levels, personal, social, and 

environmental.  

 On several articles, Philadelphia Magazine
124

 portrays Golden as having social 

and cultural capital, and by relation, the MAP, and the city of Philadelphia, as the MAP’s 

canvas. One article that Philadelphia Magazine covered showcased the differing attitudes 

and conceptions of murals in The City of Brotherly Love. In “Brawl on the Square” 

(September 24, 2008), Philadelphia Magazine described how a proposed mural in 
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 Selected highlights include: “Art that changes neighborhoods” (March 27, 2009), 

“Artist becomes mentor” (Feb. 24, 2011), “Murals brighten once-blighted 

neighborhoods” (Feb. 24, 2011), “Celebrations of Strength” (Feb. 24, 2011), “Murals 

Give Back” (Feb. 24, 2011), “Collection: Backstage look at key African-American-

themed Murals” (Feb. 24, 2011), “Area arts groups get $3.7 million” (May 10, 2011), 

“Artists whose work builds community and economic vitality” (May 10, 2011).   

124
 Golden has been featured on three notable articles that highlight her contributions to 

the city and her power as an individual: “21People Who Make Us Feel Crap Because 

They are Good” (Nov. 20, 2007), “The Power Fifty” (October 28, 2009), and “Power 

Lunch: Jane Golden for Mayor” (July 30, 2010).   
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Rittenhouse Square was met with hostility, disagreement between neighbors, that 

ultimately, led to litigation.  This “un-brotherly acrimony” made it on the Washington 

Times, entitled “Wealthy Area Resists Mural” (November 11, 2008) – the tone of the 

article signified the palpable class conflict in a city founded on Quaker ideals of equality 

for all mankind. According to the Times, the controversy boils down to perception and 

class distinction, “murals connote blight and aren’t good enough for uptown ZIP codes 

like Rittenhouse Square, where luxury high-rises, upscale shopping and sidewalk bistros 

hug a historic park.” (In reference to Bourdieu’s notions of taste and class) 

 Local area schools have also written about the MAP – with regard to 

collaboration and partnership; these include, Bryn Mawr, Drexel University, Gwynedd-

Mercy College, Temple University, and Villanova University.
125

  The University of 

Pennsylvania has a webpage devoted to the University’s creative partnership with the 

MAP.
126

  All the aforementioned educational institutions are sponsors of the MAP. 

 On the national level, Time Magazine covered “The Murals of Philadelphia” 

(August 2, 2007) and “Postcard: Philadelphia” (August 23, 2007) – these two articles 

emphasized the “aesthetic uplift” aspects of the MAP. The New York Times published an 

article “A City Uses Murals to Bridge Differences” (October 7, 2007) – again, 

highlighting the transformative power of art, and reifying the MAP’s ideology and 

marketing mantra. 

                                                           
125

 For the exact details of the media coverage, see Appendix. 
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 (http://www.upenn.edu/almanac/volumes/v57/n31/murals.html)  

      Accessed Dec. 30, 2011 
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 Within the past year, the MAP has achieved more national level coverage. These 

more recent media coverage of the MAP point to Philadelphia as a place “worth seeing” 

(besides the historical sites) – a  tourist destination, exactly the kind of promotion the 

Office of Arts, Culture and Creative Economy (OACCE) and the Greater Philadelphia 

Tourism and Marketing Corporation  (GPTMC) is trying to achieve. CNN highlighted 

Philadelphia and “places to see” on its Travel section (April 27, 2011), the MAP’s Love 

Train tour series (February 14, 2011), and the city’s “unique culture” (June 3, 2010).  The 

Chicago Tribune wrote about the city’s “Outdoor Gallery of Murals” (June 16, 2011). 

Forbes Magazine published an article titled “Walking Tour of Philly's Art Museum 

Neighborhood “(June 28, 2011) – recognizing the MAP’s contribution in making the 

streets “walkable and seeable.”  The Los Angeles Times Travel section highlighted the 

MAP’s Murals and Meals tour (June 28, 2011).   

 Thusly, the annual WALL BALL meets ALL of the above: it is a fundraising 

event, it reinforces partnership relationships, and although it may not make the local 

papers, those who work behind the scenes are rewarded (or reward themselves.) 

Ultimately, a seasonal “rite and ritual” like the Wall Ball is necessary “for business” 

because it reinforces social bonds and creates new ones.  
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CHAPTER 4: PRODUCING PUBLIC MURALS: EVOLVING PROCESSES - 

FORMER WAYS AND NEW WAYS  
 

Introduction:  

  The process of creating for the public is a complicated process. Aside from the 

technical (structural) components, funding issues, and design aspects, to actually see a 

mural project come into fruition takes “community involvement” – because the large-

scale painting is a piece of public art, occupying public space, that social space is subject 

to contention from any “audience.” That is the nature of “public space” – with time, it 

becomes territorial; with territory comes issues of “ownership,” “authority,” “validity,” 

and legitimate culture (Bourdieu 1984). 

 This chapter discusses how the shift in the MAP’s mission from social programs 

to promoting tourism led to changes in (1) how murals are selected (former ways and 

new ways), (2) the constituency for a mural, the ways that themes and symbols are 

selected, (3) and the artist’s role in the process.   

 First, a look at the production of murals in numbers throughout the MAP’s almost 

thirty year history, starting with the very first one painted by Jane Golden and wall-

writers in 1985, under the AGN. It was called Life in the City and was painted on the 636-

foot span of the Spring Garden Street Bridge, connecting West Philadelphia to Center 

City.  According to the MAP Timeline, Golden and a crew of nearly 100 young people 

from Mantua painted day and night for four weeks to complete murals on both sides of 
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this highway-and-pedestrian bridge linking West Philadelphia to Center City.
127

 It was, 

both, literally and figuratively, the beginning of building bridges between the peripheral 

and the central areas. According to an informant, this first mural, created mostly by 

graffiti artist was never vandalized. Life in the City has since been re-designed and 

repainted, several times. It is featured in the mural trolley tour that covers the West 

Philadelphia route.  

 Within the next six years, in 1991, the AGN completed its 1,000th mural, Liberty 

(by Peter Pagast, 15th & Arch Streets).
128

  By 2000, the MAP completed its 2,000th 

mural, Pathology of Devotion (by Vincent Desiderio, 12th & Morris Streets).
129

  In 2003, 

the MAP had produced over 2,300 murals and pronounces Philadelphia as America’s 

“City of Murals.”
130

  In April 2008, the MAP had produced over 2700 murals.
131

  In April 

2009, over 2800 murals had been created.
132

  In 2011, the MAP claims to have produced 

over 3,000 murals
133

  and proclaims Philadelphia as “The Mural Capital of the World.” 

 

  

                                                           
127

 The MAP Timeline is no longer available online (http://muralarts.org/about/timeline)It 

was last accessed on April 13, 2012. 

128
 MAP Timeline (April 2011, see Appendix) 

129
Ibid  

130
 Ibid. 

131
 MAP History (accessed online April 2008) 

132
 Docent’s account, West Philadelphia trolley tour, April 18, 2009. 

133
 However, only 1, 757 murals are accounted for on its website.  

(http://www.muralfarm.org/Muralfarm/Search.aspx) Accessed February 11, 2012 

http://muralarts.org/about/timeline
http://www.muralfarm.org/Muralfarm/Search.aspx
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A. Former Processes: Early Participatory Engagement  

 In the past, representatives of a neighborhood, such as a resident, local 

organization, or small business owner would initiate the process of requesting a mural 

with the MAP. It was, at that time, a rather informal process. The representative would 

submit a request with an idea of what they think the mural should be about and where it 

should be displayed. At this point, they may or may not have any funding.  

The Design Board (made up of full-time artists and Jane Golden) would look at 

the proposed mural, and if accepted, an artist whose style fits the proposed theme would 

be assigned to the project. The artist can be one of the full-time artists or one of the many 

independent contractors. The assigned artist would be the lead artist in the project; 

assistants and volunteers usually work alongside lead artists. In some projects, two or 

more lead artists work together.  At the same time, depending on the estimated cost of the 

mural, the Philadelphia Mural Arts Advocates (the grant seeking arm of the MAP) tries to 

find a funding resource from among its many sponsors.  For example, one of the common 

mural themes is “change, hope, and transformation,” the Department of Human Services 

tends to fund murals with these themes.
134

  Another common theme is African-American 

                                                           
134

 The Department of Human Services has sponsored a total of 60 

murals.(http://www.muralfarm.org/Muralfarm/Search.aspx?tab=image&people=DHS) 

Accessed March 6, 2012 

(http://www.muralfarm.org/Muralfarm/Search.aspx?tab=image&people=Department%20

of%20Human%20Services) Accessed March 6, 2012 

http://www.muralfarm.org/Muralfarm/Search.aspx?tab=image&people=DHS
http://www.muralfarm.org/Muralfarm/Search.aspx?tab=image&people=Department%20of%20Human%20Services
http://www.muralfarm.org/Muralfarm/Search.aspx?tab=image&people=Department%20of%20Human%20Services
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history and Black heritage – the City of Philadelphia has funded a great number of murals 

with this theme.
135

 
136

  

 After the Design Board has accepted a mural proposal and a lead artist has been 

assigned, and funding has been secured, a project manager is assigned to the mural 

project. The role of the project manager is to make sure everything goes well – materials, 

equipment, scheduling, and serves as a liaison between the individual(s) who requested 

the mural and the lead artist(s). The project manager is responsible for publicizing the 

proposed mural which will be displayed in a public setting (i.e. residential area or 

commercial area). The routine manner in which a proposed mural for a specific 

neighborhood is publicized is through fliers. The project manager then arranges at least 

two dates for community meetings. At these meetings, the lead artist(s) presents 

his/her/their design to those present at the meeting and anyone is free to express their 

opinion. If the meetings go well, then the project manager and lead artist(s) proceed as 

planned, and the mural is made with the artist’s preferred technique.  However, this is not 

always the case – as shared by four MAP artists. 

 Remy is one of the MAP artists interviewed for this project. She is a woman in 

her 30s, who describes herself as a visual artist, muralist, and community arts educator.  

                                                           
135

 The City of Philadelphia has sponsored 253 murals. 

(http://www.muralfarm.org/Muralfarm/Search.aspx?tab=image&people=City%20of%20

Philadelphia) Accessed March 6, 2012 

136
 It is worth noting, that the themes of hope and pride in heritage are similar to those 

found on the murals in South Central and Southeast LA – areas “to be avoided” in the 

white imaginary. 

 

http://www.muralfarm.org/Muralfarm/Search.aspx?tab=image&people=City%20of%20Philadelphia
http://www.muralfarm.org/Muralfarm/Search.aspx?tab=image&people=City%20of%20Philadelphia
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She stated that, for close to twelve years, since the summer of 2000, she had been 

working with the MAP as an independent contractor, working as a lead artist. Early in the 

interview, Remy described her heritage as, “First generation born in the United States, 

my mother is from Colombia; my father is from Puerto Rico, so I speak Spanish fluently, 

so I identify myself as Latina, so naturally my first exposure to doing artwork was in 

Latino communities, specifically in Camden, NJ (Network Arts) and in North 

Philadelphia.” Remy shared her early experiences as an art educator, “One of the first 

classes I taught was at Taller Puertoriqqueno, which is an organization that has been 

around for over thirty years, supporting Latino arts and culture.” Remy disclosed that she 

has been “doing work in art and culture community for over ten years, a lot of my work 

has been concentrated on communities in Philadelphia and in different parts of the US 

and abroad.”
137

 When asked how she became involved with the MAP, she recounts the 

time when the first Frank Rizzo mural was being painted in South Philadelphia, her 

lifelong neighborhood. At that time, she was merely a very astute observer, from a 

distance, not having achieved a major role in the Philadelphia public art scene: 

I've seen the rise if the mural arts, absolutely. I remember when the first Frank Rizzo 

mural was being painted [1995] and I was taken aback by the size of the mural and the 

painting itself, Diane Keller was the original painter, still is, the mural was deteriorating 

so she knew it had to be re-done, I remember being 16 or 17 and asking her ‘how I can 

                                                           
137

 Remy’s work outside of Philadelphia: Lancaster, and Allentown (that are neither 

directly affiliated with the MAP); in the US:  NY, Mississippi, Louisiana (after Katrina); 

outside the US, Costa Rica, Mexico, Fiji, and Spain; in Fiji, as a Cultural Envoy through 

the US Embassy; Remy’s most recent Cultural Envoy assignment is to Argentina (March 

– April 2012) 
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be involved?’ and she kinda just "shooed" me away (laughs). She didn't want to have 

anything to do with me, she was just like “there's no way” and so I was kinda just 

basically ignored and shunned away, and so it was actually at that very moment, that I 

was like ‘I'm gonna do a mural,’ because I'm very determined, 'there's no way in hell that 

I'm gonna let someone keep me from doing it. 

  

 Remy traces the roots of her drive and determination to racial incidents she 

suffered in the hands of nuns and teachers at the Catholic school she went to in South 

Philadelphia. She said, at that time, out of 170 students, only three were Latina. She 

recalls her first mural and the circumstances around it: “In high-school, my art teacher 

was very instrumental in me being an artist...due to a racial incident that I had directly 

with a nun...who said my hands were 'dirty' and that I could not touch specific objects in 

the stationary booth, she said 'it doesn't matter how many times you wash your hands, 

they're always gonna be dirty.’” According to Remy, she was infuriated and went to the 

principal's office, and demanded an apology, but never got it. She revealed she felt 

powerless and angry, and did not receive much support from her mother: “My mother, 

she's an immigrant woman, she didn't want us to get into trouble, she wanted us to lay 

low, but I felt so enraged, [violated] yes, especially someone who was an adult and 

someone coming from, who is supposed to represent our faith [Catholic] (laughs 

sarcastically), so I just decided in return, I never got my apology.” Remy described how 

she handled the situation – which, in retrospect, is an early mark of her strength of 

character: 

I took action by creating a design for the auditorium, which I am not sure if it's still there 

or not...so after speaking to the principal, she gave me permission to do this mural, so the 

mural depicted four different girls that represented the African-American culture, the 

Italian culture, the Polish culture, the Latino culture, so it was pretty generalized, it was 
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called In The Light of Unity, so it was unveiled during a multi-cultural affairs 

performance that we did of people from different countries…so I tell the story to my 

students, some of them have similar experiences or even worse than I have...in the 

moment you feel most powerless, think about the power that you do have and take action, 

even if the people around you don't want to support what you want to get. 

 

  Sal is another MAP artist interviewed for this project. Sal is a black male in his 

30s, who was born in Belize City, Belize (Central America).  His family migrated to 

Southern California, when he was four years.  He grew up in Los Angeles, moved to 

Detroit as a teen-ager (14-15 yrs of age), then to New York, then to Philadelphia.   He 

described that his artistic roots are Southern California born and bred: 

My first experience with art was through graffiti, actually seeing murals and graffiti was 

my first introduction to art as a young person...in La...taking the school bus from the 

suburbs to South Central LA (where I lived), and seeing photo-realistic murals by Kent 

Twitchell
138

 all over LA...hanging out with graffiti artists, there were battles between Hex 

and Slick, the two main graffiti artists in LA at that time, in the late 80s and early 90s, 

there were battles going on, and that's what got me interested in art. 

   

 Sal shared that he has “worked on a couple of dozen art pieces locally in 

Philadelphia and one abroad,” but, “the one that stands out that is representative of what I 

do is the one I did at Temple, at the business school, Fox Business School, you should go 

by there.”  That piece is called Illumination of the Mind (2009).  He said it was inspired 

by Russell Conwell's story of "making diamonds.” He likened his early experiences as a 

graffiti artist as a “rough diamond” – unpolished, but with tremendous potential.  He 

described his growth as a muralist, having evolved from his counter-culture lifestyle, as a 

graffiti artist, in Los Angeles, California, to his present involvement with the MAP. 

                                                           
138

 In Philadelphia, Kent Twitchell is known as the artist behind the Dr. J mural. 
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My first endeavor to the art world was through graffiti, there was a “criminal’ element” 

to it...society thinks of graffiti as illegal art, underground art, as opposed to public art 

which is publicly funded or given, and sometimes those two overlap, that was my first 

experience making murals, but then again my first experience (making art) was 

underground, illegal...in California…Los Angeles...my first public pieces was down in 

those reservoirs in LA, the train tracks there, my first graffiti was on the train tracks 

there, it was terrible, it was terribly bad (laughs).  In Philadelphia, my first (authorized) 

piece was a memorial in West Philly on 51st and Woodland, it's a wall of young people 

who died, so that was my first experience with public art, painting portraits of people 

who died, that was with the Mural Arts. 

 

 Sal has since worked on thirty projects with the MAP for the past eight years – 

some in a supporting role as an assistant to the main/lead artist, other times, as the lead 

artist himself.  When asked what he thought about murals that he himself did not create, 

he revealed how another MAP artist’s work has inspired him: “Parris' style inspired me to 

do murals, yeah…Parris' style, it's very stylized, there's vibrancy in his color pallette, 

reflecting the African culture.” Sal is referring to Parris Stancell, whose work is imbued 

with African-American themes and history and prominently displayed in the mural tours, 

brochures, and other forms of advertising.  Based on Sal’s enthusiasm about the topic, it 

is evident that his involvement with the MAP has been very personally rewarding. 

 Remy and Sal, and Bob and Vincent, shared their experiences “listening to 

stories” at community meetings and working with residents of particular neighborhoods.  

Bob has had an almost 30 years of creative experience working with Jane Golden. Bob 

described one “challenging experience” working with the community that took an 

emotional toll on him:  (Note, in order to preserve its original context and maintain the 

raw honestly of Bob’s “voice,” his revealing account has not been edited.) 
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Last year, I started a project, on 52nd Street, between Locust and Samson St, in West 

Philly, it was a mural that I went into the community meeting thinking that they wanted a 

mural about "52nd street"...so, like a historic mural about "52nd street"...but, it was on a 

wall owned by these two Afro-centric brothers, who had been in that building since the 

60s, and they sell incense and African artifacts, and so, they are well-known for being 

around, they are well known in the area, but I had no idea who they were, so I go into the 

community meeting with a particular design, and they had resistance against that 

design...a lot of people liked it, but a lot of people didn't like it...but they swayed the 

crowd and nobody liked it...so, then, I had to come back with another one, so I came back 

with another one designed to their existence, the African-American's history in America, 

so it had slaves, and a man and a woman, and it had the African-American flag on one 

side and the American flag on the other side, I spent some time on that design, I brought 

that design in, and, again, they did not want the American flag on the wall, and I fought 

for that...I feel that is a problem for a lot of African-Americans, we should embrace that 

we are African-Americans, but we are Americans, too, don't self-segregate yourself, you 

just make yourself weaker that way; take it, grab hold of it, be proud of it, and make it 

yours, because if you don't, it gives the establishment the opportunity to keep you in a 

corner, so you are playing against yourself...and I could not get that point across, so I 

made it more or less symbols, African symbols, a landscape out of African symbols, but 

they liked that...it took six months out of my life..and six years out of my life, I was 

working with guys in the juvenile justice department, and these brothers were talking to 

the guys in the juvenile justice department, and they were saying negative things about 

me...like I was the 'house nigger' that kind of stuff...it just really hurt me, because I was 

really bending over backwards to do something for the community, and I was catching all 

these flak, so...we were just missing each other completely...I felt like I was more relevant 

than they were in their old school way of thinking, and they thought they were more 

relevant than I was in 'my house nigger' way of thinking...like I'm "one of them"...one of 

those "Uncle Toms.” 

 

 Vincent, who has had 18 years of experience working with Jane Golden,   

shared two experiences, working with residents, at two different neighborhoods.  

According to him, “one has a positive result and one had a not-so-positive result.” The 

first one he described was in the Tacony neighborhood of Northeast Philadelphia. The 

requested mural was homage to the Philadelphia Flyers professional hockey team. It was 
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to be placed on the side of a small automotive garage business. That side of the wall 

happened to directly face the living room view of a neighborhood resident. During the 

community meetings, the resident vehemently objected to the design of the mural, but 

none of the other residents present at the meetings were on his side. Vincent was at the 

meetings and when it seemed that the conflict was about to boil over, he took a moment 

to speak to the lone objecting resident. After some discussion, it became apparent that the 

opposing resident was not actually against the design and image of the proposed 

Philadelphia Flyer mural, after all. It was revealed that he had had some business conflict 

with the owner of the garage, and that is why he did not want to agree to the mural being 

placed on the side of the owner’s garage. In other words, he had a personal conflict with 

the garage owner, and the proposed mural happened to be the vehicle where he could “do 

battle” with the garage owner. In the end, the originally opposing resident realized that he 

didn’t mind the mural and he didn’t want to compromise his relationship with the other 

residents in the neighborhood, by creating an unnecessary conflict. So the mural was 

made.  The second incident that Vincent described was a proposed mural in North 

Philadelphia, depicting Dawn Staley (a native North Philadelphian), who was the coach 

of the Temple women's basketball team and an Olympian. Vincent recounted the 

scenario: 

 One woman in the neighborhood rallied the people against the mural, and so the 

mural never got finished...the woman had a gripe against us…she kept calling us 

racists...irrational thinking, my project manager is African-American and she kept 

calling her a racist, she seemed really angry, she had an "ax to grind"...I lost income, the 

kids lost an opportunity, it was a shame, she also figured prominently in another mural 

that also didn't end up happening, that was abruptly brought to an end, so we were never 

clear as to why (both in North Philly)...her name was Bonita... so the mural arts decided, 
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“well, if we're truly not welcome in this neighborhood, if they truly do not want to do it, if 

we need to discontinue this project,” and we were thinking “why don't we try to figure 

out something more positive to do here,” re-work things with the community, so other 

projects did get done around there, later, I believe, but I wasn't personally involved in 

it...and, for some reason, that wall, when I drove by, [remains] unfinished. 

 Sal, an independent contractor with the MAP for the past eight years, shared a 

similar incident where a proposed mural design was met with resistance, except the select 

few who objected to the mural design and placement did not live in the neighborhood 

where the mural was requested. Sal recounted the scenario: 

It was a project at Strawberry Mansion a few years ago, we had a series of meetings and 

I came up with what I thought was beautiful design for the Strawberry Mansion area, and 

there were a couple of individuals there who had a problem with the mural arts, I guess 

they felt that public money could be spent somewhere else than murals…and so they had 

sort of "a bone to pick with mural arts" and so, I guess my design gave then that 

opportunity to jump on that...the imagery was misinterpreted... 

  

 When asked what eventually happened, Sal replied, “The project got canned, 

which instead of being a contentious issue with the community, or with a couple of 

people within the community, which they weren't even really part of the community, 

which made it even more ironic, they were the ones voicing…protesting.” Sal continued, 

“But they didn't live in that neighborhood, and we had such support from the community 

for that mural that it took to two people who didn't even live within that neighborhood.” 

When asked, what gave them the authority to speak for the people in the community, Sal 

replied, “So one of the people had a parent who owned a house in the neighborhood and 

the other person owned a house in the neighborhood, but one lived in New Jersey and the 
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other in another part of Philly… it's because their family owns houses in Strawberry 

Mansion.” 

 Just like Sal, Remy works as an independent contractor for the MAP. She has 

worked for the organization for twelve years. Remy shared a very detailed account of the 

complexity of community negotiations and neighborhood and/or resident resistance to a 

mural. The particular experience she shared is different from those described by Bob, 

Vincent, and Sal, in that the “objection” came after the mural had already been made. 

Below is Remy’s intimate account of what happened to a project she worked on in 

Germantown. Her detailed account sheds light into the many “taken for granted” 

intricacies of creating a public art in a non-homogenized neighborhood and the 

challenges that arise because of representation, misrepresentation, and interpretation. 

Below is Remy’s unedited account – preserved for context and integrity:  

Yes...sometimes, you'll actually go through the entire process and complete the full mural 

and then all of a sudden there's someone who hates it or wants to change it, that's why at 

the very beginning we talked about intention, you just don't think about a mural as just a 

painting, it's a testimony of the experience of everyone that's participated in, it's a 

representation of our thoughts and our voices, and when I talk about murals, that's how I 

talk about them, this isn't just a painting on the wall, so people may look at it like that, 

but it's the way you communicate, what it is you are trying to do. 

 Remy talked about one specific project she worked on in Germantown (northwest 

Philadelphia) in 2009 – a mural about the deaf community. 

In one specific case, this mural I designed, Seeing Our Voices, it's actually in 

Germantown and Armat... I was approached by the mural arts and the Pennsylvania 

School for the Deaf to create a mural to represent the inclusion of the deaf community, 

and also visually representing deaf community are part of the hearing community in 

Germantown...PSD  is the first school for the deaf in the US (1825)...it’s often not 
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included in Germantown history...so I began to create the design for this project, and we 

had a couple of meetings, usually for a mural arts project, when you're centered on one 

specific community, sometimes one or two is what usually happens, but I feel that just one 

or two of those meetings really do not represent the intensity of what you want to 

represent in the mural, so you don't capture the core of what it is, sometimes you're 

lucky, and other times, you're not, and it takes more time, so it's not a cookie-cutter 

standard, so some communities need one or two meetings, some communities need  four  

or five… 

 When asked about the participation level of residents at community meetings, 

Remy described the role of the Project Manager and elaborated on the scenario: 

In terms of the MAP, it's the role of the project manager, every artist has a project 

manager that set's up these meetings and community sessions, so the project manager set 

up the first meeting, predominantly the people who came to our first meeting were mainly 

instructors for the deaf community, but there were hardly anyone...no residents...so, I 

basically said, 'well, we'll start with this, but we need to have more meetings'...and we 

need to find a better way of marketing and having people, sometimes, especially within 

their world, their getting their voice out, people say, 'well, I put a flier out, but they didn't 

come, so they're not interested'...no, it's not just 'they're not interested,' sometimes, people 

need a face to identify with, and that person supports you and identify who the community 

leaders are, who know people  and then it becomes a domino effect, and they're the ones 

who become your connector (liaison) to those people who need to be involved in the 

discussions; so, I feel like, at times, it's an easier route to say, 'well, I did this, I put out 

an email block'...not everyone has an email address, not everyone has access to email 

address, so you need to find other ways to communicate, so that was what I challenged 

the project manager to do, and then I was within myself, going out, and not every 

muralist does this, I myself started going out and talking to people, and inviting them and 

telling about the process, letting them know who I am, so that they can make a connection 

to the process, so by the end we had about 15-20 members that were there, that had come 

consistently within the three consecutive following meetings, where there was a 

presentation of the sketch, what images we would be displaying, so in the end there was a 

consensus into what we were finally going to do. 
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 Remy described the actual mural making process and the people depicted on the 

mural:  “So the mural was painted...in a parking lot...the wall went from being blank and 

bland and depressing to completely covered with color, the imagery, the actual people 

that are in the mural are students from PSD, so there are both deaf and hearing people, 

some of them are instructors, some of them are residents... multi-generational, and they 

capture the spirit of the community.”  Remy then described the beginning of the 

controversy, “The image that created the controversy after it was painted, was of the 

young Muslim girl, who is deaf and one of the students at PSD.” When asked, who was 

having a “controversial reaction” to the image, Remy revealed, “specifically, to the 

owner of the building.” When asked who requested the mural, Remy elaborated: “The 

PSD, they do not own the building, the wall owner was a Christian woman, she gave PSD 

and mural arts permission to paint on the wall, she did attend all the meetings and did not 

oppose the image of the young Muslin girl.” Remy recalled an incident at one of the 

community meetings: “There was one individual who questioned why the young Muslim 

girl was represented, and my response was 'in truth, I didn't choose her because she was 

Muslim, I chose her because she was a student of the school.” When reminded that there 

is a huge Muslim community in Germantown, Remy retorted, “Oh, there's a huge Muslim 

community in Germantown, so I felt that, if I'm being true to the community and need to 

represent who is there, and the mural is not about being Muslim, the mural is about the 

deaf community and is very present in that way.”  
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 Remy went on and described the wall owner’s issue and actions: 

So the wall owners issue, was that after the mural was created, and dedicated, and 

everybody loved the mural, etc, that a lot of her client that were coming in to her salon 

were Muslim women, and she didn't want to serve the Muslim women in terms of being 

her clientele, she wanted Christian women to come...so it was her own prejudice against 

the Muslim community...a year later, there was water damage, and she called the mural 

arts to fix it, and she wanted the image of the Muslim girl changed, and because the 

owner is also depicted on the mural, she wanted us to change her hairstyle because she 

didn't like it... 

 

 Remy recounted her response to the wall owner’s issue and requests, as well as 

the wall owner’s consequent actions: 

I had just come from Juarez, Mexico where people are facing much deeper problems, and 

I'm like 'there's no way in hell I'm changing that woman's hairstyle.’ I will come and 

make the repairs on the wall, but the mural was approved, we went through this process 

already, I'm not gonna make unnecessary changes, and we're just gonna repair the wall 

and have it restored to what it was originally, so apparently, she physically began to 

destroy the mural by ripping off pieces of paint that were peeling, and she actually 

wanted the logo of her business placed onto the actual mural, we don't do that 

[corporate/business advertising], so what she did was get a piece of plywood and painted 

the sign and drilled it in the middle, on the top...[it's a form of vandalism is a way] yeah. 

 

  

 Remy described her and the MAP’s response and how the issue was resolved: 

 

So I had to intervene with mural arts, and mural arts was about to just completely paint 

over the mural, paint it all white, just to say 'you don't deserve this mural, we're going to 

completely white-wash it... so it was at risk of being completely washed away...you’re 

saying that they’re not important and you’re willing to take it all away...PSD and the 

mural arts came up with matching funds to finance this project (about 60K for that 

scale)...so looking at the cost, we're basically just throwing all that money away...break a 

legal contract.. finally, it took Jane talking to the wall owner, in person, and speak to her 

about saving that mural, and finally, it still remains, and it's been repaired and restored... 
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 At the end of the “telenovela-like” turn of events,
139

 Remy spoke of the 

importance of creative integrity, “You know…knowing when to stand your 

ground...knowing when to compromise.”  

 As shared by MAP artists, Bob, Vincent, Sal, and Remy, the process of making 

public art is not a simple process.  For Bob (who is Black), in order to see the project 

come into fruition, he had to comply with the two strong voices in the community, what 

he calls “Afro-centric brothers” who were able to sway the crowd, who liked his initial 

design proposal. He said the experienced took a severe emotional and psychological toll 

on him, “taking away six years” of his life. (In calendar time, the entire process - design 

proposal, community meeting and negotiations, re-design, and completion – took 6 

months; but the lingering psychological strains (trauma) have not been erased). Bob’s 

very personal narrative demonstrates the futility of applying essentialized 

characterizations of perceived “community” and “group belongingness” based on 

external appearances. As a Black American, Bob recognizes that the rejection of an 

American flag symbol is a possible interpretation of being Afrocentric - belonging to a 

movement which emerged from the postwar civil rights movement and counters western 

centeredness with African centeredness. While this does not fit with his personal Black 

identity, it indicates the clout that community members had in early mural making.  

                                                           
139

 During the course of the interview, Remy, a proud Latina artist and art-educator, 

revealed that her grandmother was an avid telenovela fan (Spanish soap opera). She 

laughed when the researcher likened the controversial turn of events as “telenovela-like.”  
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 Both Bob and Vincent have had challenging and “memorable” experiences 

working with particular residents in the areas where a mural has been requested.   

For Vincent, like he said, the first one (Tacony area, Northeast Philadelphia; Philadelphia 

Flyers mural) did come to a good ending and was made. That scenario demonstrates how 

the use of social space can be contested, but in that particular example, one man had a 

personal conflict with the person requesting the mural, so objecting to the mural’s display 

was one way for the man to “win one” against his opponent. Ultimately, the feud was not 

about the image or what is represents, but it was a long standing business feud between 

two people in close proximity that was played out in public space. Vincent’s second 

incident is another example of a contested social space. Although the mural protester’s 

motivations may never be clear, it is likely that she simply does not like the MAP or the 

figure that was to be represented on the mural.  However, some things remain clear:  the 

protester was black, the neighborhood residents were predominantly black, and the 

proposed mural was of Dawn Staley – a black woman who became an Olympian and 

taught women’s basketball at Temple University. Goode and Schneider (1994) wrote 

about the period of neighborhood movements for welfare rights and protecting local 

“quality of life” in the 1970s and 1980s in which hostility towards downtown elites and 

“outsiders” were strong. It may also be possible that the  protester’s resentment stems 

from her feelings about “outsiders” (non-residents) - seen as representing the city power 

structure coming in and influencing what should be the localities business  It is an 

assertive “anti-downtown power” statement from the protester. Another possible 

explanation is that this represents resentment toward Temple University and its 
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institutional privilege which followed two periods of Temple expansion. Sal’s hostile 

encounter at a mural meeting was also about contested space.  Similar to Vincent’s 

second example, Sal felt the person(s) opposed to the mural had an axe to grind with the 

MAP. In both cases, the request for a mural came from within – among the residents of 

the neighborhood. In Sal’s example, neither of the protesters actually lived in the 

neighborhood, but owned property in the neighborhood or a close relative owned 

property in the neighborhood. Sal’s scenario is similar to Vincent’s in the “bone to pick” 

manner. Sal’s encounter reflects resentment of absentee owners and the whole issue of 

“who owns the neighborhood” and “who can speak for the neighborhood” – another 

example of micro-politics. 

 Remy’s example was the most contentious and socially conflicted, on many 

levels, because the disapproval of an image (the deaf girl who was dressed in hijab – a 

headscarf worn by Muslim women) came after the mural was finished. In this scenario, 

the conflict was not necessary about social space, but the image contained within. It is an 

example of how different things (and images) mean differently to different people.  The 

wall owner is Christian. The young deaf girl (as student at Pennsylvania School for the 

Deaf) is Muslim. The proposed mural was requested by the PSD and funded half of the 

cost, with the MAP covering the rest. The wall owner   reflected both her feelings about 

Muslims (reflecting a local feeling of threat triggered by a growing Muslim population in 

Germantown) and her sense that this wall was hers, when the MAP did not agree with her 

request – to change the image In the end, Jane Golden managed to convince the wall 
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owner that the original mural design must remain. Presently, the mural stands with 

Remy’s original design. 

 

B. New Processes: “Community” Representation and Urban Branding 

 As the mission of the MAP focuses less on social programs and more on being 

part of Philadelphia’s “economic engine,”  the MAP’s mural selection process 

increasingly became more formal, bureaucratic, with images pre-selected by sponsors. 

Because the challenging task of finding funds for an un-funded mural request/application 

is eliminated from the very beginning of the production process, the remainder of the 

creative process runs smoother.
140

  The roles of the Design Board, lead artist(s), and 

Project Managers still matter, but, generally speaking, there is no “probable or possible 

conflict” with regard to the images because the mural was “paid for” and the 

theme/message is predetermined. Often times, with pre-funded murals, community 

meetings run smoothly. One notable occasion where this was not the case is the “brawl in 

the square” incident, in 2008. Rittenhouse House Square residents fiercely and legally 

opposed a proposed mural in their area, because they felt it would de-value their property. 

Fast forward to 2012, not too far from Rittenhouse Square (13
th

 and Locust), more murals 

are currently being planned, courtesy of developer Tony Goldman’s partnership with the 

MAP. 

                                                           
140

 Whether the “final product” is appreciated by the various “publics” is another matter. 
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 Presently, due to what Golden refers to as “the immense demand for murals in the 

city”
141

  - which results from the fact that major institutions seek to produce them, and 

their desirability to those who hope to bring in business -  the application for a mural now 

goes through a  more formal screening process. The application is now in an electronic 

format, and the questions asked herein reveal important details about the “behind the 

scenes” process of mural making – from the direction the wall is facing, to the condition 

of the wall, to what it is made of (brick, cinderblock) and to the condition of the ground 

the wall is standing on. These are structural details that may not come to the public’s 

mind when looking at the finished product (at a Dedication, for example; or when taking 

a Tour), but, undeniably, these structural components are important aspects in the 

logistics of putting a large painting on a wall canvas that may not be physically secure or 

is in extreme disrepair – as it is common among “underserved neighborhoods.”  Overall, 

the new selection process puts more emphasis on technique, durability and professional 

appearance.  

 An examination of the new application form for murals reveal important issues 

and concerns pertaining to the “significance of the project.”  On the form, the MAP states 

that “significance [pertains] to, but is not limited to, artistic expression, community or 

institutional need, youth development, cultural tourism for Philadelphia, and/or furthering 

the mission of the Mural Arts Program.”
142

  The MAP asks the following: (1) Please 

                                                           
141

 At the African-American Iconography talk held at the African-American museum 

(May 2011), Jane Golden mentioned that the MAP has a 2000 “waiting list” for murals.  

142
 See Appendix 
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describe briefly the theme/image you envision for this mural, if known at this time; (2) 

Why do you want a mural at this location? How will it benefit the community, youth, 

and/or the city; and (3) what is the special significance of the mural to you? Notice that 

these questions bring together both the old and new aspects of mural arts. It incorporates 

both dealing with “social concerns” (place-based communities or youth development 

programs) and cultural tourism. “Communities” can also refer to either the original local 

“place-based” community or the larger institutional communities.  

Overall, the new institutional sponsorship of murals shifts the power in the 

selection process as institutional sponsors desire to manage and control messages and 

have them represent (and be sponsored by) institutions and large business interests. We 

have seen that formerly, struggles occurred between residents and artists and among 

residents themselves. When sponsorship involves major public and private sponsors, 

there is more separation between the parties involved: the institutions who decide on 

themes and symbols, the artists and broad mass consumers.  The balance of control 

moves upward as mural production becomes a more top down process – as the MAP, its 

partners and sponsors explicitly talk about benefits accruing not at the neighborhood level 

but at the scale level of the city itself. 

 Amid all the changes and growth of the AGN to the expansion of the MAP, with 

its formality and business-like structure, Bob conceded that he found change hard, “It 

was kind of difficult for me to transition...but I had to...in order to stay with the 

program...you know, the hardest things for an individual is change.”   
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 As urban branding becomes the centerpiece development strategy for the “art and 

culture economic engine,” large corporate entities and NGOs become partners with the 

MAP, and selecting themes and messages are more controlled by those not connected 

with the spatial community. Precisely, because mural applications/requests from private 

enterprises and large institutions automatically come with funding, these institutions 

instantaneously hold major leverage with regard to the theme and message of a mural. In 

essence, these corporate and institutional sponsors are able to dictate the message/theme 

of the mural. It is not unlike ordering, purchasing, and a displaying a billboard – but, 

instead of Times Square, the MAP generated murals/billboards are increasing displayed 

on major commercial areas - as is the case with Independence Starts Here in 2009 (Broad 

St and Race St), The Evolving Face of Nursing in 2010
143

 (Broad St and Vine St.), and 

The Phillies Mural in 2012 (24
th

 and Walnut St).  The Evolving Face of Nursing, is an 

example of a mural (“the product” – the image, the figures represented, and the overlying 

theme) directly tied to the sponsor (“the client”)
144

  This mural is sponsored by a host of 

nursing schools in the city: Gwynedd-Mercy College (GMC),
145

 Drexel College of 
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 Formerly “Tribute to Nursing” (2002); re-modeled and re-named “The Evolving Face 

of Nursing” (2010). 

144
 Sponsorship allows the MAP to pursue its goals and mission, and keep people 

creatively productive and employed. 

145
 (http://www.gmc.edu/news/2008/NewsOctober2010.php) Accessed Dec. 17, 2012 

http://www.gmc.edu/news/2008/NewsOctober2010.php
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Nursing, Thomas Jefferson College of Nursing, The University of Pennsylvania College 

of Nursing, and Villanova University.
146

 

 The “This We Believe” mural project (2009) is an example of the shift to city-

wide focused projects and an example of urban branding. The MAP’s description of the 

project is below:
147

 The use of formal voting from a mass of individuals changed the 

nature of decision-making from the collective give and take to a new procedure which 

encouraged and accomplished engagement at a different level of scale. The venues used 

to advertise the meetings and the ability to vote were not equally accessible to all the 

different populations in the city. A major partner in the project was the local PBS station, 

WHYY.  

The following excerpt is from an MAP website describing the project:  

The "Citywide" mural project or, This We Believe began with a series of facilitated 

meetings capturing what the citizens of Philadelphia feel about their city. Two teams of 

artists transformed the collected words and stories into designs that were then put to a 

city-wide vote in May. Team 1, consisting of artists Kien Nguyen, Eric Okdeh and 

Michelle Ortiz, was selected. Throughout the summer more than 500 people from all over 

the city helped paint the mural. 

 

 Remy, one of the MAP artists interviewed for this dissertation was asked if she 

had knowledge of the “voting process” for This We Believe. This is what she had to say: 

“Michelle, Eric, and Kien we were on one team, and David Guinn and two other artists 

were on another team, they were competing against each other, then whoever got the 

most votes got the mural project.”  When asked, who voted, Remy replied, “It was a city-
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 (http://www1.villanova.edu/villanova/nursing/newsevents/archives/2010_1011.html) 

Accessed Dec. 29, 2011 

147
 From MAP Timeline (April 2011, see Appendix) 

http://www1.villanova.edu/villanova/nursing/newsevents/archives/2010_1011.html
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wide vote, where you can go straight to the mural arts website, and an email was sent out 

to people, and I think it was in the Philly's Fun Guide, the Greater Philadelphia Cultural 

Alliance had it for people to vote in.”  Remy added, “So Michelle, Eric, and Kien won 

the contest, and that's how they were able to do the design… in the process of the 

community meetings, both competing team were there, listening to the stories.” 

 I attended two community meetings for this project. The first community meeting 

I attended to took place in South Philadelphia.
148

   In the small packed room, all attendees 

were randomly assigned to a discussion group – to talk about our impressions about 

Philadelphia and to solicit ideas about how we would like to see Philadelphia portrayed 

on a very large canvas. MAP artist Michelle Ortiz was assigned to our group.  The second 

meeting I attended was held in Center City.
149

  The space allotted to the MAP for 

community discussions was much more spacious than the one in South Philadelphia 

(where were cramped like sardines in the basement). Similar to the first meeting I 

attended, we were all randomly assigned to discussion groups to share “our feelings and 

hopes about Philadelphia.”  MAP artist David Guinn
150

 was assigned to our group. In 

September 2009, I attended the dedication for This We Believe at 30
th

 St Station in West 

Philadelphia. I was re-acquainted with MAP artist Michelle Ortiz, whom I met at my first 

community meeting, seven months prior. 
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 At the Church of Philadelphia (17th Street & Snyder Avenue) on Feb. 22, 2009. 

149
 At the WHYY Studios (Independence Mall West, 150 N. 6th Street) on Feb. 24, 2009. 

150
 David Guinn is known for his landscapes and nature-themed murals in South 

Philadelphia, as well as the two-walled Heart of Baltimore Avenue mural in West 

Philadelphia.  
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Figure 1 (above) and Figure 2 (below): The “This We Believe” city-wide 

mural project dedication, Sept. 25, 2009, 30
th 

Street and Market St; above 

artists Kien Nguyen, Eric Okdeh and Michelle Ortiz. Photos by M.  

Schelle Solano. 
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 The “This We Believe” mural project is a mediated mural production. It used 

procedures and techniques that were very different from the more face-to-face local 

meetings. The formats for discussion- breakout groups were characteristic of large-scale 

organizational brainstorming and techniques for assembling people- advertising in Philly 

Fun Guide and relying on large-scale organizations and the local PBS to recruit to 

meetings as well as the electronic/digital voting selection process meant that those 

without access to digital technology or the skills to use it and those who did not use 

media aimed at the middle class were not likely to engage. As such, they were left 

without the means to provide their vote, their say, their voice.  The entire selection 

process is formal, indirect, and abstract compared to the negotiations in communities. 

Overall, with the “city-wide” scope of the “This We Believe” mural project, the MAP 

was able to demonstrate that it has gone way beyond “underserved neighborhoods” to 

city-scale. This is an aspect of urban branding – the city-wide meetings (in West 

Philadelphia, South Philadelphia, North Philadelphia, and Center City), the 

corresponding modern voting mechanisms activity coordinated by people who work 

down town (and made aware by people/visitors who consume downtown), and the 

dedication at 30
th

 Street station (a highly trafficked area) strived to represent the city as a 

whole. It is construction, commodification, and consumption - as a hopeful city turning 

around its fortunes. 

  



124 

 

CHAPTER 5: FORMALLY PRESENTING MURALS TO THE PUBLIC  

Introduction: 

  As discussed in the previous chapter on the growth of MAP, as the organization 

expanded, its goals went beyond working with youth and poor communities, to being an 

active player in the Philadelphia market economy:   selling products and services, and 

commodifying experience, through  mural tours. Tours are culturally constructed, 

mediated experiences. They are scripted and often act as ways to visit areas of the city 

which are seen as different or unsafe and sold to produce income for the MAP.  Tours are 

promoted through the Philly Fun Guide, Philadelphia Visitor’s Center, Philadelphia 

Magazine, and the MAP website, and promotions (with support from the OACCE, 

GPTMC, GPCC, GPCA), and through the continual creation of new tours for repeat 

audiences. Mural tours are a prime example of art and commerce.  In the course of its 

expansion and as an integral part of Rendell’s “art and culture economic engine” 

initiative, trolley tours were the first kind of tour offered by the MAP, in the 1990s.  

Presently, the MAP offers various mural tours
151

 throughout the city, which offer added 

incentives such as accompanying celebrities or pre-tour lunches. 

 In this chapter, I will use the observations of mural tours as well as the analysis of 

textual fundraising materials to highlight the most consistent aspects of MAP’s current 
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 Ten different mural tours: Trolley Tour, Mural & Meals Tour, Bike tours, African-

American Iconography Tour, The Love Train Tour, Ale & Arts Tour, Experiential Tours,  

Restorative Justice Tours, Spiritual Tours, and Walking Tour. 
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public transcript.   These are statements through which MAP represents itself, describes 

its mission and achievements.  

 Tours are constructed for different imagined publics and audiences. Due to the 

polysemic nature of images, mural art tours convey multiple messages and recruit mixed 

audiences (in terms of class, race, and experience with the city). Moreover, mural tours 

depend on the experience and predispositions of volunteer docents – who undergo 

training during the MAP “slow tour season” (April and November). The MAP provides 

docents with a script. However, docents come from different backgrounds and emphasize 

the different aspects of a story behind the creation of a particular mural (the back story, 

how it came to be) or the image within the mural itself.  As previously mentioned, the 

MAP offers a variety of tours – consumable experiences that cater to a variety of 

audiences. For my fieldwork, I took mural trolley tours of Center City, West 

Philadelphia, North Philadelphia, and South Philadelphia. I also took a walking tour of 

Mantua, a section of West Philadelphia. 

 The Center City tour was my second mural tour, in chronological order (the first 

tour having taken place in February 2009). This was a standard mural tour (no 

“celebrities” or lunch), that started and ended at Independence Hall Visitor’s Center (6
th

 

St/Market).  In this tour, I, too, felt like a tourist – although I had lived in Philadelphia for 

almost five years (at that point, having moved in the area in August 2004), and had 

frequented Center City on numerous occasions, I hadn’t really noticed some of the murals 

that the docent pointed out. It was like being told “little secrets” about the city. Also, 

being on a trolley afforded one a particular vantage point – on account of height and 
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speed – as the trolley momentarily stops for each mural, one could actually take the time 

to look and absorb it, whereas, this is not possible as one drives a small car in a fast paced 

city – there simply is no time to stop and look.
152

 The last mural in the Center City tour 

was of Legacy (7
th

 and Chestnut). The docent noted (with pride) that it cost $250,000 and 

made with Italian mosaics.  After taking a few more tours, I soon realized that all MAP 

trolley tours end at Legacy - the highlight of the tour - the Mural Arts Program’s piece de 

resistance (showpiece or masterpiece).   
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 This was noted by three people I interviewed (all transitory knowledge consumers) 

who said that they never really noticed murals in Center City. 

Figure 3: Legacy located at a parking on 7
th

 St and Chestnut St. Photo was 

taken by M. Schelle Solano (April 2009), during a mural trolley tour of 

Center City. 
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 The next mural trolley tours I took were in West Philadelphia and North 

Philadelphia. They had a mix of older murals done by and for local community 

constituents and newer murals. According to one of the docents, North Philadelphia and 

West Philadelphia have the most murals. Both these areas became predominantly black 

residential spaces during the period of white flight in the 1960s and 1970s.  

In The Possessive Investment of Whiteness, Lipsitz noted, that  “The racialized 

nature of social policy in the US since the Great Depression has actually increased the 

possessive investment in whiteness among European Americans over the past five 

decades” (2006:5).  This was definitely the case in Philadelphia – where housing policies  

and banking practices fostered social segregation, as whites moved  to the suburbs, a 

phenomenon called “ white-flight” – a term suggesting an urgent need to flee/to escape 

because of perceived danger – such was the “white imaginary” – before and after the 

Civil Rights Movement. 

 In Philadelphia, one of its largest institutions is The University of Pennsylvania. 

West Philadelphia was a suburb to which the University of Pennsylvania relocated from 

the center.  The University of Pennsylvania is a major anchor for development in lower 

West Philadelphia. The rest of West Philadelphia going west was built in the1920s when 

new public transportation (streetcars) created the possibility of middle class commuting 

to work. It became a segregated black racialized space during “white flight.”  As the 

University of Pennsylvania expands, it has an interest in making its surroundings more 

stable and it is active in West Philadelphia. The university is a sponsor of the MAP. One 

of the MAP’s earlier art education programs (Big Picture) was in partnership with the 
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university and art professors who taught at the University of Pennsylvania and worked at 

the MAP at the same time (Jane Golden and Donald Gensler in 2003). 

 My explorations of West Philadelphia, through tours, were very revealing. . I 

toured West Philadelphia five times, from April and October 2009 (trolley tour) and June 

2011 (a walking tour). I took my first mural trolley tour (a “Mural and Meals” tour, to be 

precise) of West Philadelphia in April 2009.  The tour departed and ended at White Dog 

Café (3420 Samson St.), in the University area).  The trolley met its full capacity of 40 

“tourists.” The “celebrity” was a radio host with WMMR (a station known for playing 

classic rock) by the name of Pierre Robbiere.
153

  

 Some of the more notable observations from my first West Philadelphia mural 

experience, include the following: according to the docent, 2800
154

 murals have been 

created in Philadelphia; that these images are more than murals, that they are a symbol of 

empowerment; a mural costs between $10,000 - $15,000 – that the city funds about 10% 

-15% of the murals, and the remainder of the funding comes from foundations.  The 

docent’s “opening statement” is an example or a public transcript. One of the tourists 

asked, “Is there a program to maintain murals?” The docent’s response was that less than 
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 He was not known to me, but apparently a well-known figure in the Philadelphia arts 

and culture scene, based on his interactions with the docent/ MAP representative and 

comments during the tour.  

154
 The “2800” noted by the docent was from spring 2009. The numbers of murals 

described on the MAP website is over 3000 (http://muralarts.org/about/history accessed 

122911). 

http://muralarts.org/about/history
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4% are graffitied and the average lifespan is about ten years.
155

 
156

  When the trolley 

stopped on (39
th

 St/Aspen), so passengers can take a closer look at Holding 

Grandmother’s Quilt
 
- which is painted on two walls facing each other, with a “green 

area” in between, the docent talked about Philly Green
157

 – that the city-wide initiative 

“encourages people to maintain their neighborhood.”  Most notably, the docent 

emphasized that murals are “a catalyst for change” that they “transform neighborhoods,” 

that they promulgate “rebirth in a war zone.”  The docent does an excellent job 

representing the MAP’s ideology (she’s entitled to a paycheck!). As we stepped back into 

the trolley and took in more of the West Philadelphia mural and landscape scenery, one 

of the tourists asked, “How are murals designed?”  The docent’s response was that 

murals symbolize “a spiritual journey” that they “elevate the human mind, empower 
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 At this point, I wanted to ask the docent how the figure of “less than 4%” was 

measured – but I didn’t feel it was the right time to deconstruct her/their (the MAP’s) 

public transcript. At the same time, I wanted to inquire about the 2800 (number of 

murals) figure (spring 2009), because, having done preliminary research using my own 

“drive-by ethnography” of the city, as well as the numbers and descriptions on the MAP 

website, at that time (they had documented less than 1500 murals, as of spring 2009), the 

figure just did not add up. However, I kept my inquisition to myself, simply keeping note 

of the discrepancy. 

156
 A recent interview (Dec 14, 2011) with a full-time MAP artist did not confirm this 

figure of 4% - he said the figure is likely higher, but also emphasized the difficulty of 

measuring the exact % of graffitied murals – because as soon as the MAP gets notified of 

one, it is immediately fixed, so there is actually no tracking system of how many murals 

have been graffitied. 

157
 Philadelphia Green is an auxiliary of the Pennsylvania Horticultural Society, a MAP 

sponsor. According to PHS, Philly Green is “the nation's largest urban greening program, 

supporting community gardens, urban parks and public landscapes in Philadelphia.” 

(http://www.pennsylvaniahorticulturalsociety.org/phlgreen/index.html) Accessed Aug. 9, 

2011 

http://www.pennsylvaniahorticulturalsociety.org/phlgreen/index.html
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people, and help kids in bad neighborhoods.”  Notice, the docent did not answer the 

question, but simply repeated the MAP’s “art saves lives” motto, expressed in different 

words.
158

  The docent was keeping with the public transcript. 

 One relevant aspect of this tour is that the trolley tour began and ended at White 

Dog Café - a restaurant which serves the University of Pennsylvania community and 

owned by a progressive social activist who sponsors many socially conscious events.  

Another revealing aspect of my first mural tour of West Philadelphia is that the docent is 

clearly familiar with the public transcript of empowerment – and, the manner and tone in 

which she used the terms “a catalyst for change,” “transform neighborhoods,” and 

“rebirth in a war zone” to describe the MAP’s role and efficacy, demonstrates her own 

belief in the MAP’s public transcript. 

 After my initial trolley tour of West Philadelphia, I decided that I needed to see 

more of the area.  Not having previously explored the area, everything was new.  

Whereas I was relatively familiar with sections of North Philadelphia, on account of 

routine travel (to and from school/work), West Philadelphia seemed like an entire new 

locale, particularly the streets beyond the university- when the streets go beyond 49th 

Street. I was particularly taken by the contradiction between newly minted murals next to 

unmaintained lots and properties and murals painted on houses with missing windows (as 

with the case of Grandmother’s Quilt).  I was perplexed by the landscape. I, then, 

decided that I needed to “see more.”  I took two more trolley tours, within the same week.  
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 At that time, the MAP’s motto had not been modified from “art saves lives” to “art 

ignites change.” 
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Figure 4 (above) and Figure (5) below: Two views of Holding Grandmother’s 

Quilt (39
th

 St and Aspen) in West Philadelphia, which occupies two opposing 

walls. Photos taken by M. Schelle Solano (April 2009) 
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The second trolley tour of West Philadelphia took place on April 22, 2009 – only 

three days after the first tour. I had decided to immediately revisit this part of 

Philadelphia soon after the first encounter (April 18, 2009), because I felt the first time 

was “not enough” – what I had seen was fresh and a “novelty.”
159

  In retrospect, my 

visceral reaction to my first mural tour of West Philadelphia rendered me (temporarily) 

“incapacitated” – I was not able to mentally process and “make sense” of the brightly 

painted figures on three-story walls with the burnt out houses they were on. Looking 

back, the purportedly “mediating experience” of a mural tour (in the safety of a trolley, 

with a driver, a guide, and other “tourists’) shocked my senses to the core; the physical 

landscape was an assault to the senses and left me unable to intellectually comprehend 

the situation (What happened? How could this happen? How could this be?). In 

hindsight, the sight of newly minted murals on the dilapidated landscape (courtesy of the 

University of Pennsylvania development initiative) rendered me confused and questioned 

the purpose of murals. At that juncture, one thing was for certain, putting murals west of 

University City, beyond 49
th

 St (close to the university) does not demonstrate that the 

area is getting better.
160

 

 In spite of the initial “shock,” some notable observations stand out in this tour. 

According to the docent, the MAP does not put corporate logos on the murals regardless 
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 In retrospect, I was seduced by the “monstrosity” of the landscape (Gell’s art and 

agency; Howe’s human sensorium).  
160

 On another personal note, it would be a good idea, for sponsors of murals to actually 

take a tour of the surrounding area, so they can witness the “context” of the neighborhood 

landscape. 
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of the source of their funding. In other words, they do not cede “ownership” to sponsors. 

The docent stressed that mural making helps in the economic development of “these 

areas.”  Interestingly, although the tour was taking place in West Philadelphia, she made 

mention that there is an increase in Asian population in South Philadelphia, and an 

increase in the Latino population in North Philadelphia.  It seemed incongruous at that 

point, but, perhaps she was inclined to mention such notable increase in population of 

certain groups because it contrasted so much with the desolate pockets of West 

Philadelphia – where “death” is apparent in the landscape and infrastructure, compared to 

South Philadelphia, where an influx of new immigrants shows “rebirth.”   Looking back, 

the docent was conscious that West Philadelphia is primarily a black space and was 

unaware of the diversity of the population in which Caribbean and African immigrant 

populations have settled in West Philadelphia. Perhaps she brought up the subject of 

“other ethnics” to highlight and celebrate diversity in Philadelphia, which is one of the 

main themes contained within murals.  

The third consecutive mural tour of West Philadelphia took place on April 25, 

2009.
161

  I decided to return to the area one more time.  There was “something” there that 

pulled me.
162

  Similar to the most recent mural tour I took (April 22, 2009), this one 

departed and ended at the Independence Hall Visitor’s Center.  Whereas the last tour took 

place mid-week (Wednesday), this one was held on a Saturday.  Weather-wise, it was 

                                                           
161

 Consumed three tours in seven days. 

162
 In reference to Gell’s conception of the indexical power of art – to captivate an 

audience. 
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(finally) spring-like, and people were out.  This was especially notable in the number of 

trolley occupants.  Whereas the previous trolley tour (three days prior) only had nine paid 

tourists (myself included),
163

  this one was full capacity with forty paid ticket holders and 

two individuals who were on stand-by.  I was surprised - this was the moment when I 

realized that the murals tour was becoming popular.
164

 
165

 

 In this last of my West Philadelphia trilogy tour, some things stood out. One was 

the docent.  Her name was Janine, and she told us that she holds a B.A. in Art History.  

She has been volunteering as a MAP trolley tour docent for four years.  She pointed out 

that it is an unpaid job (suggesting those who do it, simply do it because they love murals 

and the opportunity to work for/at the MAP).  Janine went on to say how “art empowers” 

and “art saves lives” – regurgitating the same exact words that Jane Golden imparts to the 

audience at all of the MAP events that I have personally attended and witnessed.  Janine 

noted that the MAP works with over 300 artists, including professors.
166

 Janine added 

that the MAP funds around twenty-five murals a year.  She also stressed that the MAP 

cannot insure that the mural will be there forever – because the property can be sold and 

                                                           
163

 Unpaid occupants (mural tour ticket holders) include the trolley driver, the MAP 

docent, and oftentimes one or two docent-in-training MAP personnel; trolley tour drivers 

work for the City of Philadelphia; docents are volunteers. 

164
 Popular – as in being widely consumed. 

165
 After this tour, I realized that Holding Grandmother’s Quilt is one of the “highlights” 

of the West Philadelphia mural trolley tour. 
166

  Jane Golden (University of the Arts, University of Pennsylvania), Donald Gensler 

(University of Pennsylvania), David McShane (LaSalle University), Ann Northrup 

(Philadelphia University)  
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the new owners may deem that the existing mural does not “meet” their business or 

institutional “vision” – therefore, the mural may be torn down.
167

   

 The most significant aspect of this tour experience is the knowledge of the docent. 

Janine is a long-term volunteer (four years) and has a B.A. in Art History. As she 

delivered the same script, she revealed some specifics that previous docents did not 

mention – such as the number of artists involved with the MAP and that some of them are 

professors. In addition, Janine provided a general description about how murals are made 

and the uncertainty of the “longevity” of a mural. 

 The last trolley tour taken of West Philadelphia took place in fall 2009 (October 

24
th

). It was also a “special tour” – with local “celebrities” on board, and a meal after the 

tour. We departed from and ended the tour at Mikey’s American Grille & Sports Bar 

(3200 Chestnut St.).  The tour began with the docent introducing local “celebrities” - 

Larry Platt
168

 (then editor of Philadelphia Magazine)
169

 and Michael Barkann (Comcast 

SportsNet sportscaster).  At this juncture, Platt took the opportunity to promote the 

November issue (2009) of Philadelphia Magazine.  He described it as the “power issue” – 

                                                           
167

 From field notes, “change is constant” 

168
 Larry Platt’s name was familiar to me because the Philadelphia Magazine has covered 

the MAP, particularly Jane Golden’s achievement and contributions to the city; I 

specifically took the tour because I wanted to hear what he had to say about public art, 

rather than read about it.  

169
 Larry Platt no longer works for Philadelphia Magazine (he was terminated in June 

2010). He began editorship of the Philadelphia Daily News in January 2011. 

(http://www.philly.com/philly/blogs/phillygossip/Larry_Platt_out_at_Philadelphia_maga

zine.html accessed 122911) 

http://www.philly.com/philly/blogs/phillygossip/Larry_Platt_out_at_Philadelphia_magazine.html
http://www.philly.com/philly/blogs/phillygossip/Larry_Platt_out_at_Philadelphia_magazine.html
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a list of the “50 Most Powerful People in Philadelphia.”  Jane Golden is among them.
170

  

With bravado flying from his shoulders, Platt, then, boasts that Philadelphia is the “Public 

Art Capital of the World.” The docent continued on and described the process of funding 

murals, which include the city of Philadelphia, various sponsors, such as corporations and 

private donors.  According to the docent, the minimum cost of a mural is from $10,000 - 

$15,000, which includes the artist fee, paint, and scaffolding.  

 During one of the “Q & A” (question and answer) moments, one of the audience 

member asked, “Are artistic progress in the city sustainable?”  Platt jumped at the 

moment, immediately responding, “Murals are done with the communities” - suggesting 

that public art and beautification programs go hand-in-hand.
171

  Another tourist asked, 

“How much rebirth has taken place since the murals have gone up?” to which the docent 

replied “art inspires art” – and pointed to mural “Reaching for Your Stars” by Donald 

Gensler and Jane Golden (37
th

 St/Mt Vernon). Platt added, “The murals done by the 

Mural Arts Program are not graffitied” – and the docent repeated the script that “less than 

4% are graffitied,” but stressed that “the number one graffitied mural is Frank Rizzo in 

South Philly.”  This generated a hail of laughter from a select group in the crowd,
172

 as 

well as a sly chuckle from both celebrity guests.  The docent mentioned the Mural Corps 

and their community involvement, such as after school programs, have been 

                                                           
170

 Ranked number 17 (November 2009 issue). 

171
 For example: “Jewels of Mantua” – sponsored by the Philadelphia Horticultural 

Society. 

172
 They are evidently familiar with Frank Rizzo’s history and (polarizing) legacy in 

Philadelphia. 
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discontinued, due to budget cuts.  Platt stressed that, “Philly is number one in public 

art…but it’s hard for politicians to see the value of public art…because of the bottom 

line…it’s a lot about the quality of life.”  He then pointed out that Christina Lurie (wife 

of the Eagles owner), donates to the MAP. Platt said that advertising and promoting 

tourism are major components of city’s economy.  He said his favorite mural is the one of 

Dr. J  (Ridge Ave., between Spring Garden and Mt. Vernon), a former local star of the 

Philadelphia 76ers basketball team. . 

 In revisiting Platt’s and the docent’s response to the passenger’s question, 

“How much rebirth has taken place since the murals has gone up?” neither Platt nor the 

docent answered the question. The docent’s response of “art inspires art” is vacuous and 

Platt’s response, “The murals done by the Mural Arts Program are not graffitied” is 

outright false. The docent corrected Platt by saying, “less than 4% are graffitied” – but 

that number cannot be validated. As Vincent (MAP artist) disclosed in the interview, it’s 

impossible to come up with percentages because they do not keep records of how much, 

how many, how often are vandalized or graffitied. He said that as soon as there is a report 

of such an occurrence, the MAP’s clean-up crew takes care of it right away.
173

 

 This tour, just like other “mural and meals” tour (that comes with a local 

“celebrity” and lunch) is meant to recruit audiences – i.e., mural trolley ticket holders (the 

paying consuming public).  Platt used his “celebrity” presence at the MAP mural tour to 

                                                           
173

 As Vincent was relaying this to me, one of the clean-up crew members was in the 

room, and Vincent introduced him to me.  
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gain advertising for his magazine. Therefore, his presence and the MAP’s use of his 

“celebrity” status to attract tour audiences was a mutually beneficial engagement.  

 One notable revealing encounter in this particular tour is the type of questioning 

from the audience – issues pertaining to the sustainability of “artistic progress” and the 

social efficacy of public art in post-industrial Philadelphia (re: “rebirth”).   Platt’s strong, 

and, literally, sanitized response in defense of the MAP is keeping in line with the media 

celebration of the MAP as an efficacious social program and economic engine.  The 

media is an important component of the ways in which the institutions central to 

Philadelphia’s brand-making share this vision. 

 The last mural tour I experienced was a walking tour, which took place in the 

Mantua section of West Philadelphia on June 25, 2011.  The name of the walking tour 

was A Place Called Home (West Philadelphia). The walking tour participants met at 

Rowan House on (325 N. 39th St.).  There were about ten “tourists” and a MAP guide led 

the walk.  Being on foot was quite a contrast from the trolley tour.  There was a level of 

“intimacy” with the sidewalk we were walking on (seeing all the debris – the discarded 

and “forgotten” products of human culture), the condition of the streets we crossed, and 

the people who were “hanging out” on the steps of homes and corners of streets. During 

the walk we passed by several murals that are not part of the trolley tour – this was a 

novel experience for those especially interested in public art. The destination of the 

walking tour was a “fixed-up” dilapidated home (parts of it were gutted) that was 

temporarily used as an exhibit for the “A Place Called Home” thematic walking tour.   
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 In hindsight, although there was a level of direct contact with the physical 

environment, as result of travelling on foot, the walking tour was very much a mediated 

experience. Other than myself, all nine tourists were “white” and likely did not come 

from the same socio-economic background as the people who live in Mantua.
174

 The 

guide, a native Philadelphian, lived in West Philadelphia.  If it weren’t for an organized 

tour, it’s likely that none of us would be venturing into “underserved neighborhoods.”  

Although I had not incorporated the term in my vocabulary at the time of the tour, in 

retrospect, the Mantua walking tour is an example of “slum tourism” – where middle 

class whites are provided with guides to experience the “other,” the “wild,” the 

uncivilized.  Mantua is a low-income, black residential space next to the University of 

Pennsylvania (Anderson 1990).  Slum tours contrasts with heritage tours which aim at 

celebrating diversity and heritage. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
174

 By the definition of a “tourist,” none of us are from that area – because people do not 

tour their home base. So it is the quality of “the other” and “the distant” (in time, space, 

and act) that make touring possible.  
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Figure 6 (previous 

page), Figure 7 (left) 

and Figure 8 

(bottom): Murals that 

are not in the mural 

trolley tour route, 

Mantua, West 

Philadelphia. Photos 

taken by M. Schelle 

Solano (June 25, 

2011) 
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 The tours I took of North Philadelphia are heritage tours – one celebrating the 

African-American heritage (Black History Month), and the other, the Latino heritage.  

According to Goode and Schneider (1994), North Philadelphia became a predominantly 

black space after the 1960s; formerly characterized by large homes, it became a 

community of subdivided apartments in aging buildings as banks disinvested in or 

“redlined” the area excluding it from bank loans (1994).  Housing is older than that of 

West Philadelphia but the area is similarly being affected by the expansion of Temple 

University and the development of consumer landscapes around the University (Goode 

2010).  

 My first mural trolley tour of North Philadelphia took place in early 2009. It was a 

“Mural & Meals” tour that was an especially themed tour - Black History Month. The 

tour departed from and ended at Warmdaddy’s restaurant in South Philadelphia.
175

  The 

trolley was about 80% full capacity and included three black males from the MAP Mural 

Corps program. The guest celebrity was Tamala Edwards
176

 
177

 (a news reporter from the 

local ABC station).  The route mostly covered the Broad St. corridor, with images I am 

very familiar with, on my routine drive to and from Temple University, located in North 

Philadelphia.  Among the main iconographic images in the tour are: Dr. J, Grover 

                                                           
175

 A restaurant that serves primary Southern cuisine; located in 1400 South Columbus 

Boulevard, Philadelphia, PA 

176
 Prior to the tour, I did not know who she was or that she was a “local celebrity.” 

177
  Tamala Edwards is a Board Director with the MAP (http://muralarts.org/node/48) 

Accessed Dec. 21, 2011 

http://muralarts.org/node/48
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Washington Jr., and Jackie Robinson. Broad St is considered a “safe corridor” – it is 

heavily trafficked and pasted with murals of iconic African-American figures.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 9: Dr. J (Ridge Ave, in North Philadelphia), a favorite of 

historically emotionally attached Philadelphians. Photo taken by 

Muriel Kirkpatrick (May 1, 2012) 
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Figure 10 (above): Multiculture, a MAP produced mural in North Philadelphia 

(1212 W. Louden, between N. 12th St. and N. 13th St) that was not in the mural 

trolley route. On the bottom right corner is evidence of graffiti. Photo taken by M. 

Schelle Solano (Nov. 2009) 

Figure 11 (above): “Cultural expressions” on the walls of N. 5th St/Cecil B. 

Moore, in North Philadelphia. Photo taken by M Schelle Solano (Nov. 15, 2009) 
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 The second mural trolley tour I took of North Philadelphia took place in 

November 2009.  It covered parts of North Philadelphia I previously never ventured 

into.
178

  Similar to other standard tours,
179

 this one began and ended at Independence Hall 

Visitor’s Center (6
th

 St/Market). The trolley then proceeded onto 5
th

 Street heading north 

- this was my first exposure into the Latino, mostly Puerto Rican, neighborhood. 

According to Goode and Schneider (1994), this area is the most densely populated Latino 

space in the city and where the major institutions of the Latino community are located.  

This type of tour could appeal to Latino visitors to the city as well as those interested in 

consuming diversity in the city. 

 

  

                                                           
178

 Although I had lived in Philadelphia for over five years up until that point, and drove 

to North Philadelphia (from my residence in Germanton, 4 miles northwest of the Temple 

University campus) at least three times a week, my experience during the tour made me 

realize the “diversity” of neighborhoods within the general/blanket  label “North Philly.” 

179
 Those without “celebrities,” does not come with a lunch (extra ticket cost), or has a 

special theme. Rather, the tour’s coverage is based on geography, or city neighborhoods. 

Figure 12:  To 

Mondrian, N 5th St 

and Diamond St, 

North Philadelphia. 

Photo taken by M. 

Schelle Solano (Nov. 

8, 2009) 
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The other non-West Philadelphia/non-North Philadelphia mural trolley tour I 

experienced was in South Philadelphia.  According to Goode and Schneider (1994), 

South Philadelphia was always “a marked space” – a point of entry for “not quite whites” 

from the 1880-1920 immigrant waves from Southern Europe (Italy) and Eastern Europe 

(Slavic), who joined blacks and mostly Irish established populations (1994). While after 

WW II it was popularly known as an Italian area, today, people from Southeast Asia and 

Mexico are forming residential settlements and businesses. 

In this tour (which was standard mural tour - no “celebrities” or lunch), there were 

seventeen passengers (out of maximum of forty). Similar to previous trolley tours, the 

docent followed the MAP’s public transcript. She talked about the MAP’s background, 

how it began as a small anti-graffiti organization, how murals are an education tool, and 

how the process of mural-making involves the community.  One tourist asked, “What 

process is used in making the murals?” The docent described several methods, including 

the grid, stencil, free form, and the use of parachute cloth. One curious tourist asked, 

“How are artists paid?”  The docent replied, “By project, four artists are full-time, the 

murals arts budget is 7.5 million, with 10% coming from the city, and the rest from 

donations and foundation.” Another tourist asked, “How do the mural arts select the 

design of the mural?” The docent replied, “Artists work with the community to get the 

approval of a design.” Another voice from one of the passengers asked, “Are murals 

defaced?” The docent replied, “About two to four percent are defaced, it’s a community 

investment and maintained for at least five years, we use a chemical acrylic paint that 

resists weather, but does not resist graffiti, the lifespan of a mural is ten to fifteen years.”  
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One passenger asked, “Is this South Philly?” The docent replied, “Yes.” The 

passenger retorted, “Are you sure?” It turns out that the passenger was a former resident 

of South Philadelphia and did not recognize the area the trolley was passing through
180

 - 

the heavily congested and commercial Southeast Asian area (Washington St, between 6
th

 

and 13
th

, Saigon Shopping Center and Buddhist Temple [use photos]). The docent 

pointed out that most murals are in North Philly and West Philly.
181

  

  

                                                           
180

 I didn’t directly speak to the woman and her pre-teenage daughter, but her comments 

“along memory lane” were very audible, which revealed her biography and background – 

female, Italian-American, likely to be in her mid 40s, and went to the Catholic school in 

South Philadelphia; she delighted at what she saw - how the area is “much better now,” 

suggesting that it was “much worse” during her earlier time there. 

181
 I made a mental note of this - except for Broad Street, some of the “most 

unmaintained” real estate areas are in North Philadelphia and West Philadelphia. 

Figure 13: The Journey: Viet Nam to the United States, S 13th St / Washington 

St., South Philadelphia. Photo taken by M. Schelle Solano (April 19, 2009) 
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 One notable aspect of this tour is the former South Philadelphia resident who did 

not recognize her former neighborhood.  Her comments refer to the fact that what was 

once aged housing stock with a predominantly Italian face (Italian Market, dominant 

Italian politicians) is now being developed by Asian and Mexican entrepreneurs. In 

contrast to West Philadelphia and North Philadelphia, South Philadelphia clearly visually 

represents diversity, as the neighborhood changes in demographics, commerce, and 

infrastructure.  

  One tour that the MAP offers, which, in my estimation, is the “most mediated” is 

the Restorative Justice Tour. This program demonstrates the MAP’s continued 

commitment to its social programs that originated from the early days of the AGN – that 

of “rehabilitating, reforming, and healing” the “at-risk” and “socially damaged.” The 

public transcript is in keeping with the MAP’s community-based organization origins, 

and helps maintain partnership with sponsors of similar public transcripts. However, the 

tour itself is no less than commodification of the prisoner experience (and can only 

appeal to “armchair delinquents”). The MAP describes the components of the tour: “As 

part of this special tour, guests tour murals painted by inmates, ex-offenders, and juvenile 

delinquents…Guests also receive a copy of the poetry book Healing Walls as well as 

packet of the latest crime statistics... An optional visit to historic Eastern State 

Penitentiary can be included for an additional charge.”
182

 Prisoners are the “ultimate 

other”- more than the “exotic,” because the “exotic” is “free” and not to be feared or 

                                                           
182

 Restorative Justice Program (http://muralarts.org/learn/restorative-justice) Accessed 

Dec. 28, 2011 

http://muralarts.org/learn/restorative-justice
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subject/object of contempt.  Prison tours commodity the prison experience as a form of 

voyeurism - another example of some people’s fascination with the macabre (circus 

freaks, prison freaks).   

 As evidenced by the variety in themes, locations, manner of transportation 

(trolley, bike, on foot), and accompanied consumerable item (drink or food), it is not an 

overestimation to say that the MAP markets these differently thematic mural tours to 

different audiences with special interests – particularly such tours that take special 

“packaging and preparation” such as the Restorative Justice Tour, Paint the Town: 

Experiential Tours, and Spirituality Theme Tour. Needless to say, the mural tours cater to 

the middle class – they have more allowance in their purse strings than the “financially 

challenged” whose main goal is to meet basic needs for daily living.  

 Tours, of any kind, are inherently mediated experiences – non-direct/secondary 

experiences (the opposite of lived experience), in a non-confrontational setting, having a 

voyeuristic quality to it (watching/seeing instead of actively doing), from the safety of an 

“armchair” or a tour bus seat. It is also guided (hence, the need for tour guides, docent) 

and constructed (travel brochures, “must-see sights”) and scripted (what must be publicly 

said/made known to meet the audience/paying public’s expectations). This is called a 

public transcript
183

 – publicly made discourses that are sugar-coated and disneyfied to 

create a positive exterior (docents do not talk about “black spaces” and “white space” as 

any explicit discussion of race is avoided.).  

                                                           
183

 In reference to James Scott’s “public transcripts” and “hidden transcripts” (1990). 
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Mural tours work at many levels. They not only raise money for future work, but 

they help maintain the support of sponsors and partners through involvement as 

celebrities and guests or by celebrating their murals. In this way they demonstrate how 

the MAP has become an integral part of Philadelphia’s economic engine. 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 14 (above): A view of Seeds of Change from inside the trolley 

window, North 35th Street and Wallace St, West Philadelphia. Photo 

taken by M. Schelle Solano (April 19, 2009) 
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CHAPTER 6: UNMEDIATED MURAL ENCOUNTER  

 

Introduction: 

 In the previous chapter, I discussed the ways in which the MAP attempts to 

commodify packaged presentations of murals through tours. Early murals were produced 

in ways directed to encourage local empowerment through participation in production 

presenting uplifting and inspirational messages to residents in poor and racially 

stigmatized neighborhoods. Today, recent murals are more central to the city, along 

major transport routes and represent themes developed by the professional managerial 

class members who speak for sponsoring institutions. They aim their mediated 

experiences at an imagined pool of universal, mostly middle class consumers- regional 

and long distance tourists Docents are trained  using the MAP’s self-representation and  

interpretation of  the intended symbolic meanings of visual images, art styles, sponsors, 

and information about the city’s history and racial, ethnic and class  diversity.                                                                         

 In this chapter, I will examine some patterns of the unmediated reception of 

murals garnered from interviews and casual conversations at events. Most of the people 

represented here are educated middle class people with different life histories. Their 

responses reveal that there is no universality in “meaning” for murals and the images 

contained within them.  

 In the course of my interviews and casual conversations with various publics with 

regard to murals in the public domain, several patterns emerge. First, some people “do 

not see” murals - they are desensitized to them. Some encounter murals on a regular basis 

(by virtue of physical proximity – i.e. to and from work/school/event/activity) but do not 
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notice them. Some individuals are disturbed by the contexts in which murals were placed. 

They automatically do not look at murals because they consider them “matter out of 

place” (Douglas 1966) when located in settings such as   parking lots or are juxtaposed 

next to trash-strewn lots  or abandoned homes. Secondly, for others, the content of the 

mural is itself considered to be “ugly” – that is, it (the design, colors, figures, images, 

representation) does not subscribe to their particular taste fitting Bourdieu’s ideas about 

the class based nature of taste. Another class based reaction is to   not consider murals as 

displayed in the urban landscape of Philadelphia as authoritative legitimate “art,” or high 

art in the academic sense. Rather, they see street art as an illegitimate popular form of art. 

Another set of factors relates to the judgments of representation. People bring 

different repertories of references to the symbols and there are no universal referents for 

understanding a symbol (a matter of polysemics and the highly contextual nature of 

“meaning”). Certain murals depict a particular group (race, ethnic, nationality), but 

informants, who, are in some way associated with the group, do not all agree with the 

representation of the group in the mural, which affects their identification with it.  

Finally, MAP produced murals also work to mark the spaces they are in as 

stigmatized because of their associations with peoples seen in classed and/or racialized 

ways. Such spaces become marked as “other” and seen as uncontrolled, disordered, and 

associated with criminality and poverty. It was this kind of reaction to a proposed mural 

at Rittenhouse Square in 2008 that resulted in litigation.  

One of the earliest references to race and class, with regards to murals in 

Philadelphia, that I witnessed, was uttered (voiced/articulated) by a white sub-urbanite 
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male (age between 65 – 70 yrs) at a town meeting about replacing graffitied walls with 

murals in his township.  He was very much concerned with the style and content, and 

described the mural he did not want to be put up in his township “with gaudy Mexican 

colors” – in direct reference to those in Philadelphia.  Clearly, this was a disparaging 

comment, as the man associated “Mexican colors” with “gaudy” – meaning “too bright” 

(garish, Loud, tasteless, vulgar) and, therefore, distasteful. This man’s perception of 

“ugly” and expression of “not in my neighborhood” is the exact manifestation of 

Bourdieu’s notion of “judgment of distaste” – as marking and legitimizing social 

difference. 

 An example of a mural that does not have a reference for understanding a symbol 

is Neal’s reaction to Metamorphosis, (1360 Ridge Avenue, between Wallace and Melon, 

North Central Philadelphia). Neal
184

 (a white male, in his late twenties, who grew up 

outside of Philadelphia, but frequented the city on a regular basis), said the following 

about the mural: 

I can’t make sense of it, a man holding up his hands, on one hand holding fire and the 

other a rain cloud. I have no idea what it’s about? I don’t know why, but I always 

associate it with something religious, but at the same time it really confuses me, I don’t 

understand what it’s trying to say. I get the impression that that guy has power over the 

weather, like fire and stuff, but I have no idea what they are trying to say…it just seems 

really ambiguous to me.
185

 
186

 

                                                           
184

 All names have been changed – in compliance with IRB. 

185
 On a personal note, Metamorphosis is one of the murals I specifically remember from 

the first mural trolley tour I took (February 2009). It stands out in my mind because of the 

name (metamorphosis – to change to, transform, like a caterpillar to a butterfly, from 

something that isn’t exactly considered “a thing of beauty” in nature, to something, a 

creature, widely accepted as being “a thing of beauty”). The mural also stands out in my 

mind because of two other things: it actually has metal sculpted butterflies attached to the 
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 A similar “non-referential” reaction to a mural was provided by Joseph, a white 

25 yr old male student, who resided in South Philadelphia when the interview took place.  

When asked about murals in his neighborhood, this is what he had to say about Larry 

Fine (606 S 3rd St South Philadelphia): “Why is that creepy guy coming out of the wall? 

I just see it, and I'm like’ why?’ There's so many things that could be there, why that? He 

                                                                                                                                                                             

painting (creating a three-dimensional appearance), and the two-story building in which 

the mural is painted on is a “recovery home” for those suffering from substance abuse. 

186
 Another example of the polysemic nature of art.  

Figure 15: 

Metamorphosis, 

1360 Ridge Ave. 

in North 

Philadelphia.  

Photo taken by 

Muriel 

Kirkpatrick  

(May 1, 2012) 
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has no cultural relevance,
187

  aesthetic appeal to me - and it's on this black and yellow 

target that isn't even finished.”  Larry Fine is a mural that is visited as part of the mural 

trolley tour in South Philadelphia.
188

  Larry Fine was a South Philadelphia native who 

played one of Three Stooges.  The mural is placed in his honor.  Its representation and 

meaning is lost to younger generations, especially those who do not have historical 

attachment to the city. Joseph represents the new young knowledge worker that the city is 

trying to attract, was a transitory knowledge consumer. 

  

                                                           
187

 The concept of cultural relevance is not unlike Bourdieu’s concept of legitimate 

culture. It is likely Joseph never watched the Three Stooges; similarly, Larry Fine, the 

actor was not known to me, either. 

188
 On a related note, Larry Fine also stands out in my mind, because it is so different. 

Upon further research, I found out that Larry Fine was the stage name of Larry Feinberg 

of the Three Stooges, who was born in Philadelphia in 1902 
(http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0004310/) Accessed Dec 25. 2011) 

Figure 16:   

Larry Fine, S 

3rd St. in South 

Philadelphia. 

Photo taken by 

M. Schelle 

Solano (April 19, 

2009) 
 

http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0004310/
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  Camille (a white female in her 60s), a nurse for the past thirty years, had this to 

say about one of her favorite murals, The Evolving Face of Nursing (Broad and Vine): 

“The nursing mural is another one of my favorites, for its content. They did not 

misrepresent nursing which is done so frequently. I wish it was done a little more 

flamboyant, it's almost a little too subdued.” Camille also expressed her admiration for 

Independence Starts Here mural (Broad and Race), stating “It shows different people 

with disabilities. It is beautiful.” Camille is evidently pointing to the content and message 

of the mural – which, in her perspective is agreeable and accurately represented. This is 

in stark contrast to another informant, who expressed disagreement (practically 

indignation and condemnation) with the form and function of Independence Starts Here.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 17: Dedication of Independence Starts Here, Board St 

and Race St. Photo taken by M. Schelle Solano (Oct 4, 2008) 
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 According to James (a white male in his 40s who resides in the suburbs), a local 

instructor of art studio classes, “That thing, on Broad and Race, it feels like an 

advertisement for a hospital, healthcare, the imagery is stylized and looks interesting to 

look at, but it feels advertised to me.”  Camille’s (a nurse) positive reaction to 

Independence Starts Here (as representing her career) contrasts with James (an art 

teacher) who sees it as superficial commercial art. 

 

 

  

  

 

 

 

Figure 18:  Independence Starts Here, Board St and Race St. Photo taken 

by M. Schelle Solano at the dedication (Oct 4, 2008) 
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 Gateway to Chinatown: Colors of the Light (247 N 12th St and Vine) is another 

mural that is a point of contention for several of the people interviewed for this project.  

For Amy (a female, in her late twenties, who grew up outside of Philadelphia, but 

frequented the city on a regular basis), coming to Chinatown and seeing the murals was a 

treat for her. Amy took a moment to reminisce: “We used to go to Chinatown. I like the 

murals there. I like the murals that show diversity, like the ones in Chinatown.”  Amy’s 

mother is of Chinese decent and her father is Caucasian. She was born in Taiwan and 

moved to the PA when she was 6 yrs old.  She said there was not a lot of Asians where 

Figure 19: Gateway to Chinatown: Colors of the Light, N.12th St and 

Vine (Center City). Photo taken by Muriel Kirkpatrick (May 1, 2012) 
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 she grew up, outside of Philadelphia. Amy’s delight with the Asian-themed murals in 

Chinatown contrasts with Wendy, a first generation immigrant.  According to Wendy, 

“First generation immigrants do not relate to it, it reminds me of what Americans think 

about Chinese.  I don't like the feeling of…it's like fortune cookies - it doesn't exist in 

China. This image represents more the earlier/previous generations of Chinese 

immigrants, but not first generation.” There is no sugar coating Wendy’s denunciation of 

Gateway to Chinatown: Colors of the Light. She adds, “Why don't they find a Chinese to 

do this?” [Referring to the text on the mural] She said, “If it was me, I would just write 

Chinese calligraphy, because traditionally those people won't appreciate it.” 

 Joseph had a similar appreciation for Gateway to Chinatown: Colors of the Light 

mural as Amy did. His reactions to it are such: “I like the words written, history of 

Chinatown. I like the dragon coming out of her head. I think it's really cool. It says 

something about the people, the community - it feels relevant, unlike the other one” (in 

reference to Larry Fine in South Philadelphia).  A “neutral reaction” to the same mural is 

expressed by Gloria (a female of Asian background) who described the mural as “just 

being there” and “there’s nothing special about it.” Most interestingly, Gloria revealed, 

“If I’m supposed to feel ‘something’ about it because I’m Asian, I don’t.” 

 Reactions to Gateway to Chinatown express concerns about representing groups. 

Three women of Asian descent, but with different social identities held varying reactions 

toward the same mural: appreciation, indignation, and indifference; however, one white 

recent Philadelphian, a “creative knowledge worker, “is much appreciative of it. 
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Figure 20: Common Threads (Broad and Spring Garden). Photo taken 

by Muriel Kirkpatrick (May 1, 2012) 
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 Common Threads (Broad and Spring Garden) is another mural that elicited varied 

reactions about groups and spaces.  It is one of the most contentious murals revealed in 

the interviews. Whereas, Joseph grouses, “there are no white people on it,” Camille likes 

it because, “It depicts people from different communities of Philadelphia” reflecting 

appreciation for consuming images of diversity.  Donna (a retired school teacher who 

grew up in North Philadelphia) described Common Thread as her favorite mural, 

“Because it combines so many different issues, race, sex, different time periods of 

history, different periods of history, you know, women, men, god, the whole nine yards. 

It just accomplished everything and I thought it was really well done. This was the first 

one I looked at and said 'oh, this is that nice’.” In contrast to Donna’s appreciation of 

Common Thread is Wendy’s perspective on the same mural.   Wendy commented on the 

style:”It’s too tight, too many things going on together, and it has too much ideology. The 

ideology she refers to is a common US representation of pluralism and multiculturalism. 

“First of all, obviously, it talks about race...the Caucasians are not real people...and 

there's a weird Asian here...they (Caucasians) are all sculptures, and all the girls, ladies 

are big, guys are small - so I feel weird, what does it say? It says "you should respect 

girls, you should respect minorities especially Black people and probably Asian woman. 

And what does it mean? It means in this city, people don't respect black girls, so I don't 

like this mural. I think the artist is stupid, I'm sorry.” Wendy further expanded on her 

view of Common Threads: “It's a very white perspective. It's like I punch you and you are 

wounded, that's okay, here I give you a picture, a nice picture showing you are nice here. 

Actually, you are hurting those people, probably, the city has so many people in this 
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category who are hurt, but you want to make them beautiful on the face, but the real thing 

is that those people are so hurt or looked down upon. I mean that's how I feel when I look 

at this picture of the mural.” To Wendy, the symbols of triumphing against adversity 

cover over the actuality of racism and sexism. 

 Based on the reaction of Donna and Wendy, their views and interpretations of the 

same mural point to different life histories. Donna, a retired native Philadelphian, and 

who is familiar with Philadelphia’s history of movements and struggle is appreciative of 

the mural. On the other hand, Wendy a newcomer, a transnational student, is conscious 

about being racially marked and expressed concern about how murals can stigmatize 

people and places. She gets a very different message from the one that Donna 

acknowledges.. 

 Camille and Joseph also expressed concerns about representation with regard to 

the same mural. In addressing Common Threads, Joseph (a white male) complained that 

there was “only one white person” on the mural.  Camille (a white female) expressed her 

appreciation for Common Threads, and was particularly attracted to the representation of 

diversity, but noted that the “white people are all statues…no real white people are on the 

mural.”  Donna (a black woman) was enamored by Common Threads the first time she 

laid eyes on it; exactly because of the “diversity” she perceived is represented on the 

mural.  Joseph recognizes the diversity, stating “It’s interesting because of the diversity, 

racially and time periods, from Victorian to modern, [but] there is a general lack of 

Caucasians, as with most murals in Philadelphia.”  The interviewer asked, “Do you think 

it’s a purposeful omission?” Joseph replied, “Yes, I just don't know why…everyone is 
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equally represented except the white.”  Both Camille and Joseph come from a “white 

space” and the paucity of white figures (lack of representation) on murals was noticeable 

to them.  This an example of a mural being “racially stigmatizing” for its omission of 

“expected” characterization/portrayal and representation. 

 Legacy (7
th

 and Chestnut) is another polysemic public art piece - whose 

“meaning” clearly depends on the viewer.  Whereas, the MAP describes Legacy as a 

mural which “depicts a map of Africa viewable through the wooden planks of a slave 

ship,”
189

 Wendy’s reaction is insightful and revealing: “I don't understand why they do 

that? It's another picture about ‘I am not discriminated by you.’  You see the little boy is 

holding something that looks powerful, like a ball of fire or something, like it's a fairy, it 

glows like sunshine. It says ‘I will be strong in the future.’” Wendy elaborates, “So it's a 

public announcement, that even though you are black and you are poor, you will be 

strong in the future. What does that mean? It means in this area, those people are a 

minority and others don't care about them, they think they are weak and they think they 

don't have power, and they think they are worthless and low-class.” She adds, “ So it's a 

horrible public statement that...kind of like a token...if I go to any city and I saw this, I 

                                                           
189

 MAP description of Legacy: The mural measures almost 10,000 square feet and is 

made from over 1 million 3/4inch glass tiles from Italy and France. Five public schools 

and dozens of individuals helped create the monumental work. Using the TilePile 

program created by Josh Sarantitis, Will Wilson and Greg Barton each tile was laid by 

hand using a palette of 108 colors. Legacy is a true collaboration. It is also the largest 

glass-tile mosaic in Philadelphia. Eric Okdeh and inmate artists from the mural class at 

SCI Graterford painted the cloth portion (photo transfer on parachute cloth) of the mural, 

which depicts a map of Africa viewable through the wooden planks of a slave ship. 

Lincoln Financial is the major sponsor. 

(http://www.muralfarm.org/Muralfarm/Search.aspx) Accessed Dec 25. 2011) 

http://www.muralfarm.org/Muralfarm/Search.aspx
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would know right away that there's a huge problem, racially, of different people from 

different backgrounds, that this place is not open, does not have an open atmosphere.”  

 Wendy’s insightful critique of Legacy contrasts with Amy, Joseph, and Julia’s 

non-reaction to Legacy – a mural located in Center City. They had “come across it” many 

times, but never really cared to notice it or take a look at it. Both Amy and Julia were 

shocked at the cost of producing Legacy ($250,000) and felt that money could have been 

better spent elsewhere. Joseph did not look at Legacy because it is in a parking lot. 

 A curious and interesting insight is provided by Joseph regarding In Living 

Memory: Those of Us Alive (on16
th

 St/Montgomery, located within the boundaries of 

Temple University in North Philadelphia): “It’s a mural of a man smoking cigars. It’s 

interesting because people have added graffiti to it, changing the original context of the 

mural. Someone spray painted a giant crack-pipe on his face. It’s a deliberate 

statement...from living there...it’s an accurate depiction. People sold crack from their 

windows. It's a commentary.” Joseph lived in the neighborhood for one year.  His 

comments are based on his actual experiences and observations.  From a Visual 

Anthropology standpoint, it’s the exact example of art and agency – agency in the literal 

sense that the viewer (individual(s)) was compelled enough to actually add something to 

the piece to create another meaning or elaborate on the intended meaning (original 

content/context) – thereby, creating an enhanced visual commentary, not dissimilar to 

adding a story to a story.  Joseph’s observation is that art has the capacity/agency to make 

people engage and react by speaking back. Interestingly, this is how graffiti artists, the 

original wall writers, expressed themselves – they were reacting to their social 
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environments the only way they knew how, creatively, which was construed as “ugly” 

and “dangerous” by others. 

 Reach High and You Will Go Far (20
th

/Arch) is another mural that elicited varied 

reactions. Julia (a white high school teacher) likes the inspirational aspect of murals that 

send a message of social uplift in poor neighborhoods. Wendy, on the other hand, thinks 

murals are misrepresentations which cover over hopelessness. Julia said that Reach High 

and You Will Go Far (20
th

/Arch) is a "more typical mural" in the Philadelphia cityscape. 

She elaborated: 

Most of the murals to me represent Philadelphia's culture, inner-city culture. Hope is 

another common theme. I’ve seen it written on some of them.  Reaching for Your Stars it 

has a hopeful sign. Typically the murals represent certain neighborhoods. Using 

"reaching for your stars" as an example, you see the row-homes, which is probably what 

the side of the mural is. It's representing the place and the people. From my perspective a 

lot of these areas are unmaintained. Philly is sadly famous for all these trash everywhere, 

but the murals show a positive side of that same sort of area. 

 

 While browsing through the MAP trolley tour brochure, Julia realized what she 

had been missing, and conceded, “I’m taken by those I don't recognize, which means that 

I don't drive to the city often enough. This prison cell [Healing Walls]...this man [rooted 

to the earth] with arms stretched looking out to the sky, it's very hopeful. The release 

from the trappings and bindings of the earth, almost...almost all the figures are ‘looking 

up’ - looking towards ‘heaven,’ a ‘"higher place,” a sign of hope.”  

 Wendy’s reaction to Reach High and You Will Go Far (20
th

/Arch, Center City) 

and Healing Walls (3049 Germantown Ave/W Glenwood, North Philadelphia) is the 

opposite of Julia’s reaction to both murals. For Wendy, her disapproval for Reach High 
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and You Will Go Far is such: “When I see this it makes me nervous. It makes me think 

that the area is bad. It's too bright, too hopeful. Probably people who live there don't have 

much hope, so they paint a positive subject on the wall. This (image) tells me that this 

area is not good. I should drive away as soon as possible. I don't know why this thought 

came to me, but that's how I feel.”  With regard to Healing Walls, Wendy is not one to 

hide her discomfort: “It’s scary, there's a prison doors, somebody died here, someone 

turned into a tree, and these people are going crazy. In Chinese culture, this is a very bad 

picture, it's a horrible omen...it gives me a miserable feeling, it tells me something 

happened here, so I should press the pedal to the metal.” Inevitably and inherently, 

Wendy’s perception (as with most people) of and understanding of cultural production 

and cultural products is through the lens of her own cultural background.
190

 

 The lack of representation is an issue brought up by Sonia (a black Latina art 

educator) in her own observations about murals in South Philadelphia.  According to 

Sonia, “You see a lot of public art that does not represent the neighborhoods itself. In 

South Philly, immigrants from Mexico and Asia are not represented. The mural arts 

murals don't reflect diversity. “ On related observations regarding public art, Sonia 

pointed out that sculptures of ”the founding fathers" are to be found in Old City and 

Center City, but there are no black sculptures to be found throughout the city – black 

sculptures depicting the African-American experience in The City of Brotherly Love. In 

                                                           
190

 This resonates with Bourdieu’s conception of the relationship between education and 

taste, and how they mark social difference; each is an index of the other (Gell). 
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the Chinatown area of Philadelphia, Sonia observed, “You see it in Chinatown, Asians 

represented on murals.”   

 As evidenced by the various reaction of a variety of people with regard to 

murals on public walls, it can be said that the representation of neighborhoods can be 

seen as appropriate or not depending on one’s engagement with the contemporary city. 

Sonia, unlike most long term Philadelphians, wants the murals to represent the new 

diversity of Mexicans and Asians, while people who have left Philadelphia expect old 

row houses and representations of Rizzo and Larry Fine. 

 Informants’ reactions to certain murals elucidate their notions on what constitutes 

“art” – that is, legitimate art, in contrast to illegitimate art.  Such is the case with Joseph, 

who expressed repugnance when asked if he would be interested in taking a mural tour. 

His response was, “I’m not interested in taking the mural tours. It doesn't really show art 

and culture.” This is similarly the case with a student who described her time while 

working at the Institute of Contemporary Art:
191

  “When I worked at ICA, murals weren’t 

considered art.” Clearly, folks at ICA have a pre-figured set of ideas of what is 

considered “art” – Bourdieu’s programmes – and for the ICA and its students and staff 

the kind of “creations” generated by the MAP does not fall within their categories, and, 

therefore are not considered legitimate art.  

 Another manner of legitimizing culture, or its counter, illegitimating culture is the 

process by which actors – Bourdieu’s social subjects – distinguish between the beautiful 

                                                           
191

 The Institute of Contemporary Art is affiliate with The University of Pennsylvania 

(http://icaphila.org/) Accessed Dec. 30, 2011 

http://icaphila.org/
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and the ugly, and between the noble and the vulgar; and in by doing so, classify 

themselves – because one can only legitimately classify “things” base on a cultural code, 

thereby, demonstrating cultural competence – such is the case with the various reactions 

the public has of murals in Philadelphia.  When a co-worker asked the researcher what 

she was working on, the researcher replied, “public art in the city.” The co-worker then 

retorted, “You mean murals? Not everyone likes them.”  The co-worker’s comment 

implies that “everyone should like the murals” – while simultaneously insinuating that 

there is a voice out there in the public with a negative reception and perception of murals. 

More casual conversations reveal people’s raw and unedited feelings about murals. One 

university student’s view on murals is that, “Some of them are corny and some people 

don’t like them. They aren’t considered art. They are mostly located in uncheerful areas.” 

Clearly, this student’s stance on murals resonates with the researcher’s co-worker’s 

perspective, as well as the folks at ICA. They did not specifically articulate, exactly what 

it is, about murals created by the MAP, that make these expressions of public art 

unappealing, and, therefore,  illegitimate art in their eyes.  

 As Bourdieu pointed out, there is a “socially recognized hierarchy of the arts” that 

corresponds to a “social hierarchy of the consumers.” This concept is not unlike the 

ideology behind “brand names and brand items” related to fashion and other products 

material culture that are advertised and promoted as “high-end goods and luxury brand” – 

because it implies the user/owner (actor/social subject) is of a “certain class” – such is the 

economy of cultural goods.  
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 As related by several informants, rather than covering up pollution, the presence 

of murals marks and stigmatizes spaces for several mostly white middle class suburbanite 

people – an example is the man from Cheltenham Township who does not want “gaudy 

colors” in his neighborhood. The “brawl in the square” incident, in 2008, where residents 

Rittenhouse Square reacted with force and litigation in their avowal of a mural proposal 

in their neighborhood is a prime example of stigmatizing spaces.  Their strong resistance 

to a “space marker” demonstrates how residents of an elite area are determined to fight to 

preserve their status by rejecting symbols and representations of “otherness” – i.e. MAP 

produced murals.  However, with major developers partnering with the MAP in 

rebuilding the downtown area (integral to the city’s “turnaround” and rebranding), only 

time will tell how long the residents of Rittenhouse Square will be able to maintain their 

mural prohibition. As it is, a Philadelphia Phillies mural (eight stories high) produced by 

the MAP is scheduled to be unraveled in summer 2012, on 24
th

 and Walnut – only a few 

blocks from Rittenhouse Square. 

 In a related vein, how things or processes are described and labeled also signify 

class. James, who despised Independence Starts Here (Broad and Race), referred to the 

train ride from the suburb to the city as "high track” and “low track" – with the Mainline 

area as “high-track” and the track starting at Overbrook as low-track. James points out 

that the amount of graffiti on the tracks increases as the trains approaches Philadelphia, 

starting at Overbrook. When asked if there is graffiti at his place of residence, he replied, 

“No, I can't imagine” and chuckles. Graffiti literally marks spaces and stigmatizes them. 
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 As Bourdieu points out, the programmes and the nomenclature that embody these 

programmes are both the message and the messenger – as is the case with the terms 

“high-art” vis-à-vis “low-art” and processes/practices “high-brow” vis-à-vis “low-brow” 

– these terms legitimize social difference (i.e. class). Revisiting the example of the sub-

urbanite who vehemently did not want “gaudy Mexican colors” in his township, his 

stance revealed his assertion that such “colors” are, in Bourdieu’s words “lower, coarse, 

vulgar, venal, [and] servile” – and by disassociating himself with such “otherness” and 

his outright refusal to consume it, is the manner in which he asserts (and preserves) his 

social difference. He manages to legitimize his status (and class) by devaluing, and, 

thereby, illegitimating “the other.” The suburbanite’s protest exemplifies how taste 

predisposes to function as markers of class.  As Bourdieu argues, there is an economy of 

cultural goods, and the consumption of such (both visual and material), is a stage in a 

process of cultural communication. The consumption of a “specific” kind of art, 

demonstrates “taste” or lack thereof, which then “fulfill a social function of legitimating 

social differences” – in other words, class. 

 Long-term residents interviewed for this project has had mostly positive things to 

say about murals in the city. Their feedback reveals their affinity for the various themes 

and goals of the MAP.  Earnest is a black male, in his mid-30s, who was interviewed in 

winter 2010. He is a native Philadelphian who grew-up in Elkins Park a racially mixed 

suburb and currently resides in Mt. Airy, a successfully integrated middle class 

neighborhood.   When asked about what his thoughts are on the many murals in the city, 

following is his response:   
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It’s very intricate artwork, it took a lot of time and effort…the task force targeted these 

neighborhoods, even though there are different neighborhoods [West and North Philly], 

they are plagued with the same types of problems…poverty, despair…and, what I feel, is 

that the task force, particularly target these neighborhoods with positive African-

Americans images on the walls in order to give people hope and something to look 

forward to, because once these murals went up, you never had to worry about seeing 

graffiti on the side of these walls, again. 

 

Earnest added, “I think the graffiti artists recognize that there’s a lot of work done in 

these murals…sort of hands-off policy, you don’t go and deface what was done by one of 

the artists who actually did the mural.”  Earnest revealed that he especially likes the 

nature theme of some of the murals, stating, “A nature theme in an urban area, sort of a 

contrast there…I really enjoy it.” He further expressed his appreciation of murals in the 

city, “You can drive in certain areas and see murals I had never seen before, they really 

beautify the neighborhood, it has more art value than graffiti, random graffiti, because 

now you can identify a photo, whether it’s memorialized somewhat, or pictorially putting 

a nice landscape up on the wall, I think it really adds to the neighborhood…I think 

they’re very positive, very positive.” Ernest’s testimony reveals his appreciation for 

murals – particularly the theme of “home” that is imbued in a great number of murals.   

 Angela’s description of the social climate of 1980s is a testimony of the 

connection of murals to despair of drug economy.  Angela is a black female, in her early 

50s, who was born and raised in the Logan section of Philadelphia. She moved to the 

suburb twenty years ago, and currently resides in Gwynedd (Montgomery County).  She 

was interviewed in summer 2011.  For Angela, her recollection of first seeing murals in 

Philadelphia is tied to the drug epidemic in the 1980s. She said it was a time of “lots of 
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death and destruction, and then all of a sudden you started to see more positive symbols 

of harmony of the black family...so the mural arts was a response to the graffiti.”  She 

continued with her assessment of murals in the city and stated, “I think anything that 

reaches people is a positive thing, and you have to deploy different messages. I think if 

they're done tastefully they're nice, if they're done positively they are nice. You're not 

going to reach everybody using the same approach.” Angela further expresses her view of 

murals, “I think it kind of beautifies the city. I don't think it takes away from the 

landscape of the city, we have a lot of space and open walls in the city, so I think it’s 

better to put something up that depict a positive message than have people writing on it 

just for the sake of writing on it.” 

 Angela comments touch on both the old and new mission of the MAP – that of a 

community-based program focused on social programs to “save” the “socially 

disadvantaged” and murals to beautify the city, to make it marketable. 

 Donna is a fan of the MAP, its goals and mission, and views mural as upgrading 

the city. She is a black female, in her early 70s, who was born and raised in North 

Philadelphia. She worked in Philadelphia and Las Vegas, Nevada as a school teacher. 

After working in Nevada, she retired in 2005 and returned to Philadelphia. She currently 

resides in North Philadelphia. Donna was interviewed in summer 2011.  Donna expressed 

her appreciation for murals and the Mural Arts Program, “First of all, I think the murals 

have done the city justice, really have improved everything, the neighborhoods, very few 

of the murals have been graffitied which is a positive sign, that even the neighborhood 
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appreciates the beauty that the murals bring to the area. I am impressed with the mural 

program; I think there's a lot more than can be done.” 

 The two other long-term residents interviewed are Sonia and Camille.  Both are 

not native-born Philadelphians, but have lived in the city for at least twenty years and 

have extensive personal, educational, and employment ties to the area. 

 Sonia is a black Latina female, in her late 40s, who emigrated from Latin America 

over twenty years ago. She currently resides in North Philadelphia.  Sonia was 

interviewed in winter 2010.  Sonia describes herself as an artist and art educator. Sonia 

had plenty to say about the social efficacy of community-oriented arts programs, 

“Absolutely, it changes the neighborhood visually. In many instances, in a positive way, 

and it also changes attitudes, about how people feel about the neighborhood, about how 

children, youth, and adults feel about the neighborhood.”  She adds, “For visitors, it’s 

visually pleasing, and it shows energy and creativity of that neighborhood, in 

transforming spaces, showing what the community can do, creatively and artistically, 

with their spaces, with their surroundings.”  Besides being an artist and art educator, 

Sonia is a cultural event organizer, particularly vested in the art organization she works 

for in North Philadelphia.   

For Sonia, the role of community art programs is “To promote culture, art, and 

bring people together.”  She stresses that it enhances the public persona of the city, 

stating, “[it] bumps up the image of Philadelphia.”  Sonia pointed out that the city 

promotes certain neighborhoods over others, citing South Philadelphia, as an example, 

and how the yearly Mummers parade is heavily promoted.  In contrast, Sonia stressed 
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that the “Latino Community is not as heavily promoted.” Sonia is an active member of 

the Latino community in Philadelphia. She was instrumental, in the “behind the scenes” 

transactions, of getting the Elizam Escobar mural created and displayed in the Latino 

section of North Philadelphia (3310 North 5th Street, between Westmoreland and 

Cornwall). The dedication took place on April 30, 2011.  Sonia was present, and, Jane 

Golden, executive director of the MAP, thanked her for her role in helping to get the 

mural put in place.  

 Overall, all these long –term Philadelphia residents share something in 

common – they all hold positive views about murals and the Mural Arts Program.  Their 

life histories and personal trajectories relate to the almost 30-year history of the MAP -  

whether they identify with the MAP’s early mission (to cover over graffiti), its social 

programs, its message of hope on the murals, or identify with the MAP’s new mission 

about upgrading the image of Philadelphia, their testament provides a revealing picture of 

the city’s own growth and means of survival, as it attempts to “turnaround” – to gain 

some measure of prestige it once had; if not in the world’s stage, at least in the national 

stage.  It is interesting to note that many of the critiques of murals come from the young 

professionals or professionals in training, from the US and other nations, the very 

populations that Philadelphia seeks to attract.  

 

  



174 

 

CHAPTER 7: SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS  

 The interplay between the shift from industrial production to a restructured 

postindustrial economy within the context of globalization since WW II has been 

accompanied by shifts in urban strategies and policies for economic development.  In 

Philadelphia, the Anti-Graffiti Network emerged in the 1980s as a response to the 

“ugliness” of the city – it was literally calling attention to urban blight and urban decay.  

Graffiti was seen by city leaders as  a marker of deindustrialization – the opposite of 

progress. The AGN was the beginning of the city’s “facelift” (i.e. image make-over) that 

was considered necessary for business to return to the once prosperous city. This was 

followed by a strategy of using   art and culture as an economic engine, which was a 

common strategy for postindustrial cities in the late 20
th

 century. Spearheaded by Mayor 

Rendell in the 1990s, these new initiatives spurred artistic revival focusing in the 

downtown area and its immediate vicinity to the south. During this time, the AGN was 

restructured and was re-named the Mural Arts Program.   

 Over the course of its almost thirty-year history, the MAP has seen its mission 

shift from dealing with erasing graffiti as urban blight, to helping transform (i.e. empower 

and motivate) communities and individuals, as a way to deal with poverty and increasing 

political and economic inequality.   As globalization placed pressures on cities to 

compete in a global economy, new urban branding practices changed the scale of 

operations from place-based local communities (that focused on rehabilitating “at-risk” 

populations in marginalized areas through art education programs) to the city as a whole 

(city-wide murals and related projects/events), that increased local media coverage and 
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brought the MAP to the attention of national media outlets – the kind of publicity 

necessary to advertise Philadelphia as an “urban brand,” “The City of Murals.” 

 The shift in the MAP’s mission produced a formal and more professionalized 

organizational structure and its modes of operation, including the manner and ways in 

which murals are produced, with corporate sponsors having more leverage with regard to 

mural representation and location. 

 MAP’s claims are today directed to individual givers as well as corporate and 

foundation givers, and address their concerns about the dangers of poor youth to the 

city’s growth and economic stability. The social component of art programs is predicated 

on fostering “aesthetic uplift” and creating “sanitized spaces” – an environment necessary 

for the recruitment and retention of knowledge workers and visitors (i.e. consumers).  In 

the white spatial imaginary, “markers” of blight are a threat to property values, tourism, 

and economic development. 

 The direct mail annual Giving Campaign brochure and the mural tours and public 

events like dedications, all stress the claim that “art saves lives” which developed in the 

early days of the MAP as a community-based organization, and emphasized the work in 

small “marginal” communities. With its integral role in urban branding, the MAP has 

taken on a revised slogan, “art ignites change” and claims that “art is an economic 

engine” – a reference to both local and citywide economic goals.  

 The fundraising campaign focuses on the impact of MAP on individuals: it 

contributes 300 jobs to the city, the 100% graduation rate of people in the Mural Arts 

Corps and the lower recidivism of participants in the prison programs.      
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At the same time, MAP also claims to have positively affected the concerns raised by 

urban branding in raising property values, the attractiveness of the built environment and 

an increase in tourist dollars. 

 In the spirit of the emphasis on standardized quantitative measures characteristic 

of policy evaluation today, the MAP claims to provide free art education to a large 

number of children in an efficient manner (1900 hundred students enrolled in 50 centers 

with one teacher serving 500-800 students). These figures emphasize head counts and 

efficient ratios of staff to clients with little qualitative understandings of the processes 

and outcomes which are produced on the ground as artists, youth, prisoners and the 

middle class consumers of murals through both formal events and casual viewing. The 

most successful mural tours are those which provide meals and celebrities. Tours to local 

“inner city” neighborhoods can often reinforce views of “otherness” and being outside 

the mainstream. Mural tours contain two strands of information and emphasis depends on 

the docent and most vocal passengers. Those with art history backgrounds emphasize 

artists, styles and issues like conservation and preservation.  Others are more interested in 

the social meanings and impact of murals. 

 The “meaning” construed from the unmediated consumption of murals depends 

on the life history and experience of the viewer.  The limited evidence from interviews 

suggests that middle class people with historical and embodied experiences within 

Philadelphia’s post war experiences of white flight, increasing black segregation, the civil 

rights and Black and Latino Power movements, Rizzo’s law and order regime, and the 

revitalization strategies of the 1990s and 2000s, see more specific referents and meaning 
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in the murals. Some viewers are attracted to specific murals especially those which offer 

pride in heritage or in their place-based communities.  

 The newer knowledge workers drawn to the city for jobs or professional 

education often do not see murals at all, or if they do, they judge them through class, 

taste, and distinction, or through association with marked racialized groups. Still others 

see the murals themselves as stigmatizing spaces – as dangerous and to be avoided, 

thereby, further hardening spatial boundaries. Murals have had strong positive influences 

on those who make them and for some who view them.  However, murals also produce 

unintended consequences, such as reinforcing social hierarchies and class difference. 

 For the artists who became active during the early AGN days and throughout the 

MAP’s expansion, Bob, Vincent, Remy, and Sal, mural making has truly been 

transformative - providing opportunities and careers on the national and international 

level  that were not imagined when they joined this project. On the other hand, as MAP 

shifts from serving poor communities to center city elite interests, involvement with 

social services is ceded to large bureaucratic organizations and there is less direct 

interaction or  oversight of activities by the MAP artists.         

  Essentially, the MAP, by painting walls, “covers up” dirt and pollution 

(disintegrating infrastructure and crime and social disorder) with aestheticized landscapes 

and beautification programs – superficial representations of social and moral order.  This 

is accomplished with support and funding from the city, a host of sponsors and partners, 

and promoted by the GPMTC – both believe that marketing Philadelphia on beauty and 

aesthetics (signifying “purity” – social and moral order: structural order – clean and safe) 
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will bring tourist money and boost the economy.  Thus, art, specifically mural art, in its 

multiple functions (painting, covering, disguising, ordering, and selling) is a crucial 

aspect of the marketing of Philadelphia. 

 One may ask whether murals may be   masking the city’s inherent structural 

problems.  Aestheticized landscapes are mere band aids – they cover up the wounds but 

do not look beyond it to see what causes them, in the first place. Thus, it is this author’s 

assertion, that, for the most part, in Philadelphia, murals are a type of decoration that 

masks the social and economic problems of the neighborhoods they represent. 

Strategically placed, a diversion deflects viewers from actual issues like structural 

inequality and increasing social inequality.  Murals allow funders, sponsors, and 

supporters feel that they are fulfilling their civic duty.  Specifically, as in the case of the 

MAP, murals are a type of “marketing production” (for the creators, producers, 

marketers, promoters) that presents a picture of the city as being “beautiful” and “safe” – 

and, therefore, worthy of investments. Thus, murals in Philadelphia serve superficial 

decorative purposes.  They cover-up up walls in poor areas or “improve” those in better 

areas – masking the blight and the decaying infrastructure. For developers like Tony 

Goldman, they are good ways to increase hope for “better things to come” for 

neighborhood residents and alleviating the rising fear of decreasing property value, and, 

not least, creating the image (literally painting a picture) of Philadelphia as a pleasant and 

entertaining place to spend time and money. 

  Looking at strategies employed by city planners and developers to revitalize the 

city, it is evident that these mechanisms to create/incite capital cater to the middle class, 
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who already have varying levels of social and cultural capital. The neo-liberal infused 

workings of the “urban growth machine” are all employed to meet their ultimate goal, 

which is profit.  Indeed, all the stratagems involved as part of urban growth
192

 all signify 

some measure of wealth (capital), and generating more wealth (development) based on 

pre-existing capital (wealth).  How does someone who does not have a measure of wealth 

(the underclass) nor has minimal measure of wealth compete with those who do?  

Moreover, in examining the “limitations and constraints” (blind spot) of city planners and 

developers in their plan to revitalize the city, one of the salient things they neglect, is that 

they do not take into account historical disadvantages suffered by the black population in 

Philadelphia.  These social inequalities came in the form of institutionalized racism, 

privileging some groups over others.  Thus, because the MAP is inherently grounded in 

Philadelphia history, a history infused with institutionalized inequality on several fronts.  

In effect, neoliberal policies and practices in Philadelphia foster social (racial and class) 

segregation, in a city whose various ethnic groups have historically situated itself in 

socially separated boundaries (Goode 2010), and whose racial pride is made manifest in 

contested places and spaces (Goode 2010). 

 Lastly, as the MAP engages the community (beautification programs, literacy 

programs, dedication ceremonies, gallery talks, international collaborations, seeking 

funding, and providing employment) and congratulates itself in the process (“art saves 

                                                           
192

 Urban Growth Machine: 1) capital (developers, municipal bond raters]); 2) Housing 

agencies: commercial (private, developers), gentrification (public private rev); 3) 

Commercial real estate development (Logan and Molotch 2007). 
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lives”!!!), poor neighborhoods continue to be blighted, neglected, and abandoned; where 

the threat of being victimized by crime is very real – this threat (whether real or 

imagined) is the opposite of the “warm and fuzzy” ethos that marketers want to create of 

Philadelphia.  On the contrary, “talk of crime,” as Caldeira (2000) puts it, generates fear – 

and, most importantly, fear of the other.  Therein, lays the contradiction.  Art alone 

(public art, mural art) cannot save lives or “civilize people” when they have to resort to 

basic survival mechanisms (albeit perceived as socially deviant by those with capital), in 

order to maintain a minimum of subsistence, in a growing skyline that is a constant 

reminder of what one cannot have and cannot achieve.  This is 21
st
 century Philadelphia, 

a city founded on the ideals of democracy, whose name literally means “brotherly love,” 

where capitalist ventures catered to the visiting middle class or middle class residents do 

not help the urban poor, and only further exacerbates the social disparity between the rich 

and poor. 
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APPENDIX A: MAP HISTORY, TIMELINE, AND MISSION 

HISTORY: (http://muralarts.org/about/history Accessed December 27, 2011) 

The Mural Arts Program began in 1984 as a component of the Philadelphia Anti-Graffiti 

Network, an effort spearheaded by then Mayor Wilson Goode to eradicate the graffiti 

crisis plaguing the city. The Anti-Graffiti Network hired muralist Jane Golden to reach 

out to graffiti writers and to redirect their energies from destructive graffiti writing to 

constructive mural painting. 

Jane Golden quickly befriended the graffiti writers and was impressed by their raw 

artistic talent and their self-taught knowledge of art history. She recognized the amazing 

creative force they represented, and she began to provide opportunities for them to 

channel their creative talent into mural-making. Mural painting also provided a support 

structure for these young men and women to refine their artistic skills, empowering them 

to take an active role in beautifying their own neighborhoods. The murals they created 

instantly added color, beauty, and life to an old, industrial city struggling with decades of 

economic distress and population loss. The results of the program were nothing less than 

magical. From the beginning, Golden witnessed how mural-making changed lives and 

how the murals themselves began to mend the aesthetic fabric of the city. 

In 1996, Mayor Ed Rendell announced that the Anti-Graffiti Network would be 

reorganized into the Mural Arts Program, with Golden as the director. At the same time, 

Golden established a nonprofit organization, the Philadelphia Mural Arts Advocates, to 

raise funds and provide other support to the nationally-recognized program. Today, 

Mural Arts is an innovative and successful public/private partnership that encompasses 

both the city agency and the nonprofit. 

Since it began, the Mural Arts Program has produced over 3,000 murals which have 

become a cherished part of the civic landscape and a great source of inspiration to the 

millions of residents and visitors who encounter them each year. In fact, Mural Arts' 

unique efforts have earned Philadelphia international praise as the “City of Murals.” But 

as stunning as the murals are themselves, they are, most importantly, the visual products 

of a powerful and collaborative grassroots process in communities. The mural-making 

process gives neighborhood residents a voice to tell their individual and collective stories, 

a way to pass on culture and tradition, and a vehicle to develop and empower local 

leaders. Mural Arts’ mural-making process also engages thousands of Philadelphia’s at-

risk children, youth, and adults who find their artistic voice, develop their self-

confidence, and discover new ambitions while creating murals through numerous 

programs. 

Mural Arts’ award-winning art education programs annually serve 1,500 youth at 

neighborhood sites throughout the city. Mural Arts’ programs are offered free and are 

targeted to at-risk youth. Educational programs use an intensive curriculum that involves 

http://muralarts.org/about/history
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mural-making as a dynamic means to engage youth and to teach transferable life and job 

skills such as taking personal responsibility, teamwork, and creative problem-solving. 

The Mural Arts Program has also become a national leader in arts in criminal and 

restorative justice, currently offering educational programs in local prisons and 

rehabilitation centers using the restorative power of art to break the cycle of crime and 

violence in communities. Mural Arts offers mural-making programs for adult men and 

women where inmates receive a stipend to create murals for schools and community 

centers throughout Philadelphia. Mural Arts also offers opportunities for individuals 

recently released from prison through its re-entry program. 

The organization has grown exponentially since the early 1980s when Jane Golden first 

began approaching writers and graffiti gangs to engage their raw talents in a constructive 

way. Mural Arts’ acclaimed art education and prevention and prison programs now serve 

as models throughout the world. In addition, muralists from around the world come to 

Philadelphia to be trained in mural-making, and many local muralists trained by Mural 

Arts are now traveling to cities and countries throughout the globe because of their 

expertise in leading large-scale mural projects. Philadelphia has become synonymous 

with murals, and murals have never been more popular. 

The Mural Arts Program’s success is in large part due to its faith in three simple words, 

three words Jane Golden herself uses as a personal and professional mantra: Art Saves 

Lives. It is with this conviction that the organization looks forward to continually 

enhancing its programs and embarking on special initiatives that will continue to 

challenge and inspire the many individuals whose lives are touched by Philadelphia’s 

murals. 

 

TIMELINE (http://muralarts.org/about/timeline) Last accessed April 13, 2011  

(Note: The chronological listing of MAP historical events is no longer available on the 

MAP website Dec. 28, 2011) 

1984: Philadelphia Anti-Graffiti Network (PAGN) is founded by Mayor W. Wilson 

Goode.  Established as part of a city wide anti-graffiti initiative, PAGN worked with 

young graffiti writers, redirecting their artistic energies into making art that would 

enhance rather than undermine their communities. 

1985: AGN paints its first mural, Life in the City, on a 636-foot span of the Spring 

Garden Street Bridge.  Jane Golden and a crew of nearly 100 young people from Mantua 

paint day and night for four weeks to complete murals on both sides of this highway-and-

pedestrian bridge linking West Philadelphia to Center City.  

1987: PAGN begins its partnership with the Pennsylvania Horticultural Society’s (PHS) 

Philadelphia Green Program.  As PHS’ “Greene Country Towne” expands the PHS 

http://muralarts.org/about/timeline
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staffers bring PAGN artists along to negotiate murals for neighborhoods hardest hit by 

the city’s industrial decline.    

1989: Famous portrait muralist Kent Twitchell comes to Philadelphia to paint the Dr. J 

mural.  The goal of this mural was to integrate superior artwork with a subject that was 

significant to the community.  This is the first mural installed using the “parachute cloth” 

method. 

 1991: PAGN completes its 1,000th mural, Pathology of Devotion, by Vincent Desiderio, 

at 12th & Morris Streets. 

1992: Acclaimed artist Sidney Goodman paints Boy With Raised Arm.  PAGN artists are 

thrilled to work with an artist of his stature.  In 2002, the mural is obscured by new 

construction and a replacement mural is commissioned. 

1996: The Mural Arts Program is born when PAGN is restructured and is transferred to 

the Department of Recreation. 

1997: Philadelphia Mural Arts Advocates, a private non profit, is incorporated to advise 

and support the program. The Mural Arts Program is asked to complete six major murals 

in less than eight weeks for the Presidential Summit on Volunteerism.  Al and Tipper 

Gore join us and hundreds of volunteers to paint murals along Girard Avenue. 

1998: Peace Wall is painted, amidst racial strife, in the Grays Ferry neighborhood of 

Southwest Philadelphia.  The mural helps divided residents find common ground through 

art and becomes a symbol of hope and unity. Eight stories high, Common Threads by 

Meg Saligman is painted at Broad and Spring Garden Streets.  The program’s tallest 

mural at the time, it remains one of the most beloved.  

1999: The Mural Arts Program implements Big Picture, an after-school and summer art 

education program for middle school youth. 

2000: The Mural Arts Program completes its 2,000th mural, Liberty by Peter Pagast, at 

15th & Arch Streets.  The mural is an 11-story tall figure carrying the world. Years later, 

the mural is featured in the opening credits of the popular TV series Cold Case. 

2001: The Mural Arts Program becomes part of the city’s social services division, the 

Department of Human Services, and begins working in homeless shelters, prisons, youth 

detention centers, and with adjudicated youth. The Big Picture program expands from 

five to 20 sites, serving more than 200 children and teens. 

2002: Mural Corps, an art education program designed to engage high-school youth in 

the mural-making process, completes three major sculpture gardens. The Mural Arts 

Program begins mural workshops with inmates at the State Correctional Institution at 

Graterford, now the fifth-largest maximum security prison in the country. 
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2003: Over 2,300 murals later, Philadelphia is known as America’s “City of Murals.”  

Pride & Progress by Ann Northrup is completed.  It is the nation’s largest work of public 

art celebrating the LGBT community. 

2004: The Mural Arts Program hosts a National Conference on Mural Art.  The 

conference explores the intersection of art, public policy and community development 

through panels, lectures, presentations, and case studies of successful mural projects. The 

Mural Arts Program embarks on My North Philly, a three-year initiative which celebrates 

the lives of North Philadelphia’s diverse neighborhoods and culminates in a series of 

murals and a coffee table book of portraits and personal stories collected by an oral 

historian. 

2005: In collaboration with the Lincoln Financial Group, the Mural Arts Program uses art 

to engage Philadelphia students in examining the legacy of Abraham Lincoln, creating a 

10,000 square foot Venetian glass tile and painted mural, Legacy by Josh Sarantitis and 

Eric Okdeh. 

The Mural Arts Program engages 26 schools across Pennsylvania in a state-wide mural-

making project with each contributing an education-themed panel of a mural which is 

installed on the Department of Education building in Harrisburg. 

2006: The Mural Arts Program facilitates Metamorphosis by Bob Phillips and Cheryl 

Levin, a series of fabricated steel sculptures and glass mosaics on Girard Avenue at 

Poplar Drive, our first major sculpture installation. 

2007: Their Royal Highnesses Prince Charles, The Prince of Wales and his wife, Camilla, 

the Duchess of Cornwall, make an historic visit to Philadelphia and spend the afternoon 

with the Mural Arts Program, beginning with a personal viewing of Reading: A Journey 

at 40th and Pennsgrove in the East Parkside neighborhood of Philadelphia.  After meeting 

the individuals involved with the creation of the mural, they participated with Mural Arts 

Program youth and muralists in an interactive painting activity and spoke directly with 

community leaders and key participants involved in some of our most successful 

neighborhood transformation initiatives. 

The Mural Arts Program hosts a national conference on Arts in Criminal Justice which 

attracts more than 300 individuals, representing 35 states and nine countries.  Attendees 

spend one full day of the conference at the State Correctional Institution at Graterford to 

allow participation by incarcerated men involved with the Mural Arts Program’s mural 

workshops there. 

The Mural Arts Program embarks on its first youth-based international mural when youth 

from Big Picture collaborate with youth from the Dublin, Ireland-based Dophin Arts 

Group, resulting in the Common Ground: Global Heritage mural by James Burns which 

is installed on Olney High School West. 
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2008: The Mural Arts Program begins celebrating a quarter century with a 13-month 25th 

Anniversary Celebration.  

2009: The "Citywide" mural project or, This We Believe began with a series of facilitated 

meetings capturing what the citizens of Philadelphia feel about their city. Two teams of 

artists transformed the collected words and stories into designs that were then put to a 

city-wide vote in May. Team 1, consisting of artists Kien Nguyen, Eric Okdeh and 

Michelle Ortiz, was selected. Throughout the summer more than 500 people from all over 

the city helped paint the mural. 

2010: Mural Arts and Philadelphia native, New York-based artist Stephen Powers 

collaborate to create Love Letter, a public art project consisting of a series of 50 rooftop 

murals from 45th to 63rd streets along the Market Street corridor. The murals, which are 

best viewed from the Market-Frankford elevated transit line, collectively express a love 

letter from a guy to a girl, from an artist to his hometown, and from local residents to 

their West Philadelphia neighborhood. 

 

MISSION:  (http://muralarts.org/about/mission) Accessed December 28, 2011 

The City of Philadelphia Mural Arts Program unites artists and communities through a 

collaborative process, rooted in the traditions of mural-making, to create art that 

transforms public spaces and individual lives. 

Our Golden Rule: When we create art with each other and for each other, the force of life 

can triumph. 

Our Palette of Core Values: Art Ignites Change: Art heals, art unites, and art changes 

minds in a convincing fashion. Art drives the agenda. Great art is never silent, can't be 

ignored, and serves poorly the status quo. 

Stories Must be Told: The sublime power of narrative drives our lives. Stories well told 

will shine transformative light into dark corners. 

We Beats Me: It's simple. We work in conspiring teams whose goal is gestalt. Everything 

we do is by and for the community. There's no "I" in mural. 

It Ain't About the Paint: What we do is deceptively complex. What drives us is the 

opportunity to help life triumph over the forces of despair. We just happen to be good at 

painting murals.  

Make Promises and Keep Them: We're an antsy bunch, and proactively committed to the 

commitment to be proactive. When we walk into a room , we walk in ready to make great 

things happen. And when we say we will, we will.  

 

http://muralarts.org/about/mission
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Take Turns: There is no such thing as not my job. We expect to take on unexpected 

burdens when it's our turn to do so. 

Think Deeply, Create Fearlessly: The surface is something to get beyond. And because 

we have each other's back, we go beyond in bold fashion. 

Expect Permission / Ask Forgiveness: Bureaucracy has its place. Just not in our mindset. 

The Biggest Risk May Be Not Taking It: Why look back on a life not lived? We see our 

chances and we take 'em. 

Art Is An Economic Engine: This is not art for art's sake. Our institutional wisdom and 

intellectual property have value, add value, and are valuable. There's no shame in earning 

fair compensation for unique professional expertise. 

Yo, This is Fun!: We're from Philly. We're for Philly. And we're having a hell of a good 

time.  
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APPENDIX B: MAP PROGRAMS, CLAIMS, AND STRUCTURE 

 

PROGRAMS: (http://muralarts.org/about/programs) Accessed December 28, 2011 

 

Art Education & Youth Development 

(http://muralarts.org/learn/art-education-youth-development) Accessed Dec. 28, 2011 

 

Mural Arts’ award-winning art education and youth development programs give students 

pride in their own capabilities as artists and activists while presenting opportunities that 

many young people are too frequently denied. These programs annually provide 1,600 

underserved Philadelphia youth with access to quality art education and youth 

development experiences through mural-making. Professional artists serve as teachers 

and mentors and provide a positive environment where students gain art-making, 

community organizing, and leadership skills. Mural Arts offers three distinct art 

education programs: Big Picture, serving youth ages 10-14; Mural Corps, a more 

intensive program serving teens ages 14-21; and ArtWorks!, serving severely at-risk or 

underserved youth. These programs offer a sequential curriculum that enables students to 

build on their previous work, nurture deeper connections with their peers, mentors, and 

communities, and to contribute to art exhibitions and professional mural and public art 

projects. 

Mural Arts’ award-winning art education and youth development programs give students 

pride in their own capabilities as artists and activists while presenting opportunities that 

many young people are too frequently denied. These programs annually provide over 500 

underserved Philadelphia youth with access to quality art education and youth 

development experiences through mural-making. Professional artists serve as teachers 

and mentors and provide a positive environment where students gain art-making, 

community organizing, and leadership skills.  

Community Engagement 

(http://muralarts.org/learn/community-engagement) Accessed Dec. 28, 2011 

 

The Mural Arts Program includes members of the community in every step of the mural-

making process, from selecting a theme to collaborating on a design, to creating the 

mural and celebrating its completion. Because of this extensive community engagement 

process, neighborhood murals become a living part of the community long after the 

project is completed. Many of murals actually start as requests from communities through 

the mural request form. 

We strive to have our mural projects represent collaboration. The mural-making process 

builds lasting community relationships, bringing together people whose paths might 

otherwise never have crossed. When diverse community members have joined together to 

promote the community, the finished mural celebrates their collective creative force. 

http://muralarts.org/about/programs
http://muralarts.org/learn/art-education-youth-development
http://muralarts.org/learn/community-engagement
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muraLAB 

 (http://muralarts.org/learn/muralab) Accessed Dec. 28, 2011 

 

To push our creative boundaries we are developing an experimental creativity hub at 

Mural Arts called muraLAB. muraLAB is a laboratory for exploring muralism in the 21st 

century – as artistic mediums evolve, technologies emerge, and the concepts of 

real/virtual communities merge. As the world changes, we want to stay true to our roots 

in muralism. These roots include a dedication to using art to give voice to disadvantaged 

communities and marginalized populations, engaging communities in deep and 

meaningful ways, and exploring issues that are timely and relevant to people’s lives. 

muraLAB activities fall into three frontiers we wish to explore – new artists, new 

technologies and new ideas. Our goal is to use explorations in these areas to improve the 

way we engage residents in the making, presentation and stewardship of community-

based public art.  

Restorative Justice 

(http://muralarts.org/learn/restorative-justice) Accessed Dec. 28, 2011 

 

The Mural Arts Program incorporates the concept of justice involving victims, offenders 

and the community in the healing process, as an alternative to incarceration and revenge, 

into art instruction, mural making and community service work within the criminal 

justice system. Inmates, ex-offenders and juvenile delinquents are afforded the 

opportunity to learn new skills and make a positive contribution to their communities to 

repair the prior harm they may have caused. These programs emphasize re-entry, 

reclamation of civic spaces, and the use of art to give voice to people who have 

consistently felt disconnected from society. 

Restorative Justice is a concept of justice that involves the victim, the offender, and the 

community in the healing process. Globally, restorative justice practices can be viewed as 

an alternative to incarceration and revenge, enabling all parties to communicate, attempt 

to understand what has happened to the community, and then proceed to healing and 

restoration. These tasks can be accomplished through various means, from traditional 

talking circles to formal victim/offender mediation conferences. This is a difficult process 

and requires thoughtfulness, awareness, and inner strength.  Restorative justice practices 

help to unify communities affected by crime and to transform community members 

divided by the criminal justice system. 

The Mural Arts Program incorporates the concepts of restorative justice through art 

instruction, mural making, and community service work within the criminal justice 

system. Current inmates, ex-offenders, and juvenile delinquents are given the opportunity 

to learn new skills and make a positive contribution to their communities to repair the 

prior harm they may have caused. In the Mural Arts Restorative Justice program there is 

http://muralarts.org/learn/muralab
http://muralarts.org/learn/restorative-justice
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a growing emphasis on re-entry, reclamation of civic spaces, and the use of art to give 

voice to people who have consistently felt disconnected from society. 

Mural Arts engages in collaborations with numerous government and nonprofit agencies, 

including: Pennsylvania Prison Society, Philadelphia Department of Human Services, 

Philadelphia Family Court, Philadelphia Police Department, Philadelphia Prison System, 

St. Gabriel's System, State Correctional Institution at Graterford, VisionQuest 

Through weekly programs and opportunities for involvement, Mural Arts provides art 

instruction to over 300 inmates and 200 juveniles every year. 

Annually the Restorative Justice program participants produce four to eight large-scale 

outdoor murals that incorporate community outreach and workshops in poetry, writing, 

ceramics, and other mediums.  

 

 

CLAIMS: “ART IGNITES CHANGE” 

(The information below is from the 2010 – 2011 Annual Giving Campaign solicitation – 

received via regular mail.) 

 

Employment:  

Philadelphia 11.8%; national rate 9%  

(U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics) 

 

MAP: Employs over 300 artists annually, contributing $2.2 million to Philadelphia’s 

creative economy 

 

Graduation Rates: 

37% high school drop-out rate 

(The African-American and Latino Male Dropout Taskforce Report 2010) 

 

MAP: 100% of high school seniors in Mural Corps Program graduated from HS in 2010 

 

Property Values: 

Net loss of real estate value due to blight = $3.6 billion  

(Econsult Corporation) 

 

MAP: MAP projects are one of the top investments the city can make on commercial 

corridors, reducing blight, increasing retail sales and property values. (Econsult 

Corporation) 

 

Art Education: 

One Visual Arts teachers serving 500-800 students  

(Public Citizens for Children and Youth 2009) 
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MAP: Over 1,900 students are enrolled each year in MAP free art education programs, 

located at 50 sites throughout the city 

 

Recidivism:  

66% within three years of release 

(Philadelphia Consensus Group on Re-entry and Reintegration) 

 

MAP: 87% of re-entry workers employed by MAP have not re-offended within a year of 

their release  

 

Tourism: $8.2 billion annual visitor spending 

 

MAP: In 2010, 15,000 came to Philly to take mural tours, generating over $3.4 billion in 

visitor spending  

 

 

STRUCTURE: STAFF AND BOARD OF DIRECTORS 

 

Staff: (http://muralarts.org/about/staff) Accessed Dec. 28, 2011 

Jane Golden: Executive Director 

Joan Reilly: Chief Operating Officer 

Eileen O'Donnell: Director of Finance & Administration 

Judie Gilmore: Director of Strategic Initiatives & Partnerships 

Ryan Derfler: Director of Business Development 

Cathy Harris: Director of Community Murals 

Seth Turner: Director of Mural Operations & Restoration 

Judy Hellman: Director of Special Projects 

Yolanda Wisher: Program Director:  Art Education 

Robyn Buseman: Program Director: Restorative Justice 

Kevin Roche: Institutional Giving Manager 

 

Board of Directors: (http://muralarts.org/node/48) Accessed Dec. 27, 2011 

The Philadelphia Mural Arts Advocates is a nonprofit 501(c)(3) corporation organized to 

raise funds and provide other support to Philadelphia's nationally-recognized Mural Arts 

Program. Founded in 1996, the Philadelphia Mural Arts Advocates is governed by a 

volunteer board of directors. 

The Board of Directors share our mission of transforming Philadelphia's communities 

through the creation of public art of enduring value as well as providing quality art 

education programming to the city's residents. 

http://muralarts.org/about/staff
http://muralarts.org/node/48
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Rocco Albano 

Global Solutions Director – Program Management, Razorfish 

Dan Astolfi 

Senior Vice President, Relationship Manager, Citizen's Bank 

Richard Binswanger 

Managing Principal, Not for profit Services, The Clearview Group 

David Brown 

Vice President, Sales & Community Relations, United Healthcare Community Plan, PA 

The Honorable Darrell Clarke,  Ex-Officio 

Councilman, City of Philadelphia 

Tamala Edwards News Anchor/Reporter, WPVI-TV/ Channel 6  

Catherine Franks 

Senior Vice President, Private Client Advisor, US Trust, Bank of America 

Everett Gillison, Ex-Officio 

Deputy Mayor of Public Safety, City of Philadelphia 

Joseph Goldblum, Chair President, G-II Equity Investors, Inc. 

Peter Gross Doctor of Osteopathic Medicine 

The Honorable James Kenney,  Ex-Officio 

Councilman, City of Philadelphia 

Roger LaMay General Manager, WXPN 

Lynn K. Manko RPA (Real Property Administrator) 

Zach Oppenheimer Senior VP, Fannie Mae 

Milton (Tony) Schneider The Glenville Group, Principal 

Ed Tettemer PR & Marketing Guru 

Clarena Tolson,  Ex-Officio Streets Commissioner, City of Philadelphia 

Kimberly Allen 

VP/Senior Program Officer, Wells Fargo Regional Foundation/CDC 

Hilda Bacon 

Director, Events and Strategic Initiatives, Kimmel Center for the Performing Arts 
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Jamie Bischoff, Secretary 

Partner, Ballard, Spahr, Andrews & Ingersoll 

Marc Brownstein 

President and CEO, Brownstein Group 

Linda DeJure, Vice Chair 

Executive VP of Economic Development, The Reinvestment Fund 

Dr. Arthur Evans,  Ex-Officio 

Director, Department of Behavioral Health, City of Philadelphia 

John Gattuso 

Senior VP, Urban & National Development, Liberty Property Trust 

Philip Goldsmith 

Consultant, Goldsmith Advisors 

Erik Hirsch 

Chief Investment Officer, Hamilton Lane 

Susanna E. Lachs 

Attorney 

David Langfitt 

Partner, Locks Law Firm 

Margelle Liss 

Philanthropist 

Brett Mapp 

Director of Operations, Old City District 

David Pudlin 

President and CEO, Hangley Aronchick Segal & Pudlin 

Gary Steuer, Ex-Officio 

Office of Arts, Culture, and the Creative Economy, City of Philadelphia 

Carlton Tolbert 

Principal, Rocato Interests, LLC 

Howard Wilson 

Executive VP, Director of Client Services, The Glenmede Trust Company 
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