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street dialogue
BlOOMIngtOn, IndIAnA



the content
of this book was taken directly from the streets of 
Bloomington, Indiana. the words from its citizens; the 
photographs, its walls.

Amidst the everyday roar of conversation, there is a dialogue 
that continually changes, grows, and progresses.  It silently 
declares the views and passions of the people of Bloomington.

the focus of this book is not the individuals participating in 
this dialogue, but the dialogue itself.

the purpose it has, the meaning behind it’s words – its 
existence; the effect it has not only on the city itself, but the 
people of Bloomington, as well.

This is Graffiti, the dialogue of the street.





he took me
to a train yard because I wanted to know what got him 
interested in Graffiti. There was a building there – giant 
white walls –  covered in work. I made a comment 
about how convenient it must be for the people 
painting to have such a clean canvas. 

It was about five years previous when a kid was busted 
spray painting the wall. this place was a hotspot for 
Graffiti, and so the police would drive by randomly. 
With no surprise, the amateur was arrested. the judge 
ordered his debt be paid with community service, 
or more specifically, by painting the walls white. All 
the walls. He had to paint the entire outside of the 
building, over years and years worth of Graffiti.
“Years of history was lost because of this kid,” he said, 
concluding the story. 

“What happened next?” I asked.

“Well,” he replied, looking back to the walls, “We 
started the conversation over.”





I hope the city has a plan to remove the eye sore [...] 

I for one will not take my 
children to a place that is 
so badly defaced with filth.

– Jim graham
excerpt from online blog



Something that differentiates 
the vandal from the artist 

is the meaning that goes into the work. Yes, by technicality, 

what I do is vandalism. But, at the same time I’m bringing 

to life artwork that really speaks for itself. There’s an 

anonymity to it that catches my attention. The piece is 

what the piece is – there’s no face attached to it. To convey 

emotions through color and movement – an art form that 

is completely untamed and wild – there are no rules or 

regulations and you can do as you please. 

– Brisk









to begin
with, could you please tell me a little about yourself (your 
name, your employment, etc):

Jim graham, current owner of graham Security in 
Bloomington. I am a former police officer from the 
Bloomington Police department and terra Haute both.

I understand that you were a member of the gang task force 
that was created in part as a response to the rise of Graffiti in 
Bloomington in the 90s. At that time, how did you feel about 
your job?

Number one, when you are a police officer you’re 
enjoying what you do anyway because you’re obviously 
protecting the public. But when it came to this little 
additional task force that I was assigned to, the funnest 
part of it was trying to figure out what all the Graffiti in 
town said – first of all – trying to figure out who it was 
that was doing the tagging and tracking them down. 
Obviously the type of Graffiti that we are talking about 
here was gang related types of Graffiti. 

What is your overall opinion of Graffiti?
there is some of it that is really eye catching and nice to 

look at; but at the same time, you have to think about 
the property owner who is a victim of the law called 
vandalism here in the state of Indiana. You have to 
think about how they feel about having their property 
spray painted –whether it’s an attractive piece or the 
work of a gang member – it’s still against the law and 
considered a crime.

And what is your personal opinion about Graffiti? 
I don’t have a problem with the Graffiti in places where 
Bloomington has designated it. For instance, Rhino’s 
allows it to be painted on the back of their building 
and the Rise area has got a billboard and wall that they 
have allowed to be painted on. those are all acceptable 
areas. like I said, when someone defaces someone else’s 
private property, that’s the kind of thing I have issues 
with […] If it’s done legally, that’s the part of it that I 
have no problem with. But, I do take issue whenever 
someone vandalizes someone else’s personal, private 
property – I don’t think that should be done. But the 
artwork itself – regardless of whether it’s legal or not 
– some of it looks really good and you really have to 

compliment the artist who is doing this Graffiti, so to 
speak. But at the same time, if it were my building that 
was constantly being graffitied upon, I would be really 
angry about that.   

Do you think that Bloomington has more gang related Graffiti 
now-a-days or do you think that side of it is dying off?

I kind of feel that at least the localized gang Graffiti is 
dying off. Whether it was a phase or a fad that some of the 
local teenagers were going through at the time, several of 
those people that were forming those gangs in the 90s are 
now in jail. So with the leaders in jail, so to speak, all the 
followers and wannabes have just kind of died off a little 
bit there. As far as gang Graffiti goes, it’s real prevalent in 
Bloomington still. But what we are seeing is activity from 
Fort Wayne and Chicago and the lake counties – detroit 
area – those gang members are coming down to the 
Bloomington area with the purpose of selling drugs.
 

What is your opinion that if more areas in Bloomington were 
designated specifically for Graffiti, the illegal act itself would 
become less prevalent? Do you think that the Graffiti artists 

would take advantage of these legal walls?
I think that the artistic type people would. I don’t think 
that the guy that wants to just go out and tag a name here 
and there for the enjoyment of it… I don’t think that’s 
going to stop until that person is caught. I do think the 
artistic type people would take advantage of the legal 
areas to perform their work on. 

People seem to commit acts without taking into consideration the 
overall and unseen consequences of their actions. Putting that 
statement into the context of Graffiti, what are the unseen costs 
of Graffiti for Bloomington and its citizens?

The average citizen who sees Graffiti is alarmed by it, 
first of all, because they are more inclined to look at it 
as a crime that has been committed against a person or 
property. therefore, they tend not to want to go to those 
certain areas. When I wrote my piece online at the B-ware 
site, the thought that I was having is that the downtown 
area seems to be getting more and more graffitied. I think 
that this will definitely keep people from going down 
there. this is your average couple that has some small kids 
that might want to go have dinner on any given night in 



the downtown area. If they are seeing the rise in this kind 
of Graffiti, it might keep them away from those areas. Then 
you add the cost to the business that has to clean it up or 
cover it up all the time. those hidden costs are something 
that I don’t think the Graffiti-er thinks about. 

What are the costs for the city from Graffiti?
I’m not so sure that it costs the city itself other than what it 
costs in police officers that have to go out and enforce the 
laws. But that’s their jobs; it’s what they normally do. the 
private property person who has to clean it up – has to keep 
painting it over, or pressure wash it off, or however it is 
that they clean it up – that cost comes out of the business’s 
pocket. Who knows the cost for the downtown restaurants 
that are not being visited by the locals or getting business 
because of all the Graffiti that keeps them away from the 
downtown area? Who knows what that number is?

From your experience, who do you think is committing the act of 
Graffiti, and what do you think their purpose in doing so is?

The gang type Graffiti, that I used to investigate, was being 
committed by teenagers. I’m talking about 14, 15, 16, 18 

year old teenagers. Other types, like artistic Graffiti, is being 
painted on the walls by college students, or maybe some 
upper level high school students. I think that the art is being 
put on there as an act of expression. It’s their artwork. And 
like I said, there’s some of it that looks really good and it’s 
unfortunate about some of the places they choose to put it.

You said to have liked some of the work. In your job, were you 
conflicted by this? 

As a police officer, you can’t say one is right and the other 
is not. You have to enforce the law equally. You do what 
you have to do; you find out who is performing the work 
and arrest them and let the criminal justice system take over 
from there. Regardless of whether you like the work or not, 
or how interesting it is, you still have to do what you are 
sworn to do.







one day
in class, a fellow student of mine saw me working on 
this project. He told me that somebody had tagged up 
his place of employment the night before. As soon as 
class was over, I hoofed it on down to said location. 
I couldn’t find it so I stepped into a convenient store 
to ask for directions. lucky for me, the place I was 
looking for was located right upstairs. 

I remarked to the cashier that I was designing a book 
about the graffiti in Bloomington. He told me, with a 
sullen face, that someone had tagged up the front of 
the store the night before. they had already cleaned 
it all up, but he spoke about it in a very discouraging 
manner. 

“What this guy did, “ he said, “was nothing pretty. It 
was just a bunch of black scribbles all over the front 
windows. We think it was a disgruntled ex employee. 
You wouldn’t want a picture of it anyway. I like 
graffiti, but this wasn’t anything creative like what 
you see in other places. no pretty colors or elaborate 
designs. It was just disrespectful.”

A few yards down the street, I came across the image 
of a “bitch machine.” I realized there are as many 
different reasons for graffiti as there are people who 
create it. I wondered if the cashier would be upset 
over this piece, as well. 





the state 
of Indiana defines “graffiti” as any unauthorized inscription, 
work, figure, or design that is marked, etched, scratched, 
drawn, or painted on a component of any building, 
structure, or other facility. (IC 35-41-1-12.3) Indiana law 
classifies Graffiti as criminal mischief. Criminal mischief is 
a Class B misdemeanor punishable by up to 180 days in jail 
and fines reaching $1,000. (IC 35-50-3-3)

However, in some circumstances it is a Class A misdemeanor. 
This crime is punishable by up to 1 year in jail and fines of up 
to $5,000. (IC 35-50-3-3A) The circumstances that lead to this 
elevated charge include:

The pecuniary loss is at least $250 but less than $2,500;
the property damaged was a moving motor vehicle;
the property damaged contained data relating to a person 

required to register as a sex or violent offender under IC 11-
8-8 and the person is not a sex or violent offender or was not 
required to register as a sex or violent offender;
the property damaged was a locomotive, a railroad car, a 

train, or equipment of a railroad company being operated on a 
railroad right-of-way;
the property damaged was a part of any railroad signal system, 

train control system, centralized dispatching system, or highway 

railroad grade crossing warning signal on a railroad right-of-
way owned, leased, or operated by a railroad company;
the property damaged was any rail, switch, roadbed, 

viaduct, bridge, trestle, culvert, or embankment on a right-
of-way owned, leased, or operated by a railroad company; 
or the property damage or defacement was caused by paint 
or other markings

In rare circumstances, the offense of criminal mischief is 
considered a Class D felony punishable by 6 months to 3 years 
in prison and fines up to $10,000. (IC 35-50-3-3B) Those 
situations include:

The pecuniary loss is at least two thousand five hundred 
dollars ($2,500);
the damage causes a substantial interruption or 

impairment of utility service rendered to the public;
the damage is to a public record;
the property damaged contained data relating to a person 

required to register as a sex or violent offender under IC 
11-8-8 and the person is a sex or violent offender or was 
required to register as a sex or violent offender;
the damage causes substantial interruption or impairment 

of work conducted in a scientific research facility;
the damage is to a law enforcement animal; 
the damage causes substantial interruption or impairment 

of work conducted in a food processing facility.



how not to get busted

1. Have your stencils and paints in a handy, easy to carry 
bag or carrier. nothing’s more noticeable than someone 
carrying a bunch of junk. Especially if they’re doing it in 
the middle of the night.

2. Choose your time to paint wisely. Just saying, it’s not a 
good idea to paint in broad daylight. 

3. Wear disposable gloves. You don’t want paint on your 
hands, and disposible gloves are easy to get rid of.

4. Don’t stay in one place too long. Paint one layer, 
quickly, and go for a short stroll or crouch behind a bush. 
the longer you stand in one place painting, the higher 
the chances are that you’ll be noticed. Besides, the paint 
should be dry by the time you come back and then you can 
start on another layer.

5. Walk toward headlights, not away. Whenever you see 
headlights heading in your direction, drop what you are 
doing and walk toward them. Otherwise, you’re running 
away which means you’re guilty. 

6. Deny everything! If by unfortunate events, you do 
get caught, the chances of them actually convicting you 
is small as long as you keep denying it. Unless you have 
paint on your hands (which you won’t because you wore 
gloves) they can’t prove a thing!

For those filled with desire to paint 
anonymous statements on the streets 
of Bloomington, but hold back in fear 
of being arrested: follow these six easy 
guidelines and let the paint spray!





What happens in the street is other people come 
along and they paint over your stuff and you react 
off things that are already there. Then people 
react off you. Then you go back. 

So [Graffiti’s] a conversation really 
– it’s a dialogue. It’s context and 
it’s always in flux so in that way, 
it’s like a performance. It’s an 
extended symphony.

– david Ebbinghouse
a.k.a. tom Cat Spray





wordage
all city

the state of being known for one’s graffiti 
throughout a city

back to back
graffiti that covers a wall from end to end, as seen 
on some parts of the West-Berlin side of the Berlin 
Wall. Similarly, trains sometimes receive end to end 
painting when a carriage has been painted along its 
entire length. this is often abbreviated as e2e. End to 
ends used to be called window-downs but this is an 
older expression that is falling from popularity.

backjump
A quickly executed throw up or panel piece. 
Backjumps are usually painted on a temporarily 
parked train or a running bus.

black book
A graffiti artist’s sketchbook. Often used to sketch 
out and plan potential graffiti, and to collect tags from 
other writers. It is a writer’s most valuable property, 
containing all or a majority of the person’s sketches 
and pieces. A writer’s sketchbook is carefully guarded 
from the police and other authorities, as it can be used 
as material evidence in a graffiti vandalism case and 
link a writer to previous illicit works.

bite
to steal another artist’s ideas or lettering schemes. 
Seasoned artists will often complain about toys that 
bite their work.

bomb
to bomb or hit is to paint many surfaces in an 
area. Bombers often choose throw-ups or tags 
over complex pieces, as they can be executed more 
quickly.

buff
to remove painted graffiti with chemicals and other 
instruments, or to paint over it with a flat color.

burner
A large, more elaborate type of piece. the piece 
could be said to be “burning” out of the wall or 
train-side. Because they take so much time and 
effort, burners in downtown areas are more likely 
to be legal pieces, painted with the consent of the 
property owner. the early writers of new York also 
did burners illegally on trains, and adventurous 
modern writers sometimes still do large scale illegal 
pieces in heavily-trafficked areas. More recently, any 
quick chrome bombing or throw-up.

burning
Any work having not been removed. “that piece is 
still burning on main street.”

cannon(s)
A slang term for spray paint cans. this term is thought 
to originate in Brooklyn, new York.

cap
to cross out or in any other way ruin a piece made by 
others. derives from a writer named “Cap” who was 
infamous for making throw-ups over others’ pieces.

crew
A crew, krew, or cru (alternative spelling) is a group 
of writers or graffiti artists. Some crews are members 
of gangs, or are associated with gangs (sometimes 
for procurement of art materials or for protection 
while painting), but most crews are unaffiliated with 
gangs. It can happen that an ordinary group of friends 
suddenly form a crew if they are all interested in 
graffiti and want to start collaborating. By painting 
in a crew with the crew name there’s a smaller risk of 
being held responsible for the works if a member gets 
arrested, because from a legal point of view the name 
could have been painted by anyone in the group.

dress-up
to completly write all over a specific area like a door-
way, wall or window that is untouched.

end-to-end 
the opposite of top-to-bottom - meaning a train-car 
covered with paint from one side of it to the other. 
Used as an adjective and non-commonly as a noun.

etch
the use of acid solutions intended for creating frosted 
glass, such as Etch Bath, to write on windows. In 
norway some trains have even been taken temporarily 
out of service because of the acid tagging, which is 
potentially dangerous for other people’s health.

fills
the interior base color of the piece of graffiti.

getting up
to work your reputation or “rep” through graffiti. 

head
Similar to a king or queen, a “head” is a writer who 
has much skill and a high reputation among other 
writers in his area.

hollows
Also referred to as “outlines” and “shells”. A hollow is 
a piece of graffiti that contains no fill. 



king
the opposite of toys, kings or queens (feminine) are 
writers especially respected among other writers. 

knight
A respected graffiti writer whose skills are still 
progressing. they are not as good as a king, but are 
much better then a toy.

landmark
When an individual “tags” on a certain location that 
becomes very difficult for removal. Can also be a 
location that won’t get noticed too much, therefore it 
stays on longer.

legal
A graffiti piece or production that is made with 
permission.

married couple
two simultaneous whole cars painted next to each other. 
Some artists make fun out of term by connecting the 
two paintings across the car-gap often in a humoristic 
or obvious way to signal the marriage. (Subway 
cars permanently coupled and sharing a single air-
compressor and electrical generator between them are 
technically married pairs.)

paint-eater
an unprimed surface such as raw wood or concrete 
that eats up standard spray paint. If a location has been 
given the reputation of beng a “paint eater” than in 
such cases a more thicker paint should be obtained and 
executed.

piece (short form of masterpiece)
A large and labor-intensive graffiti painting. Pieces 
often incorporate 3-d effects, arrows, and many colors 
and color-transitions, as well as various other effects. 
Originally shorthand for masterpiece, considered 
the full and most beautiful work of graffiti). A piece 
requires more time to paint than a throw-up. If placed 
in a difficult location and well executed it will earn the 
writer more respect. Piece can also be used as a verb 
that means: “to write”. 

run
the length of time graffiti remains up before being 
covered or removed. If a piece has been up for a year, it 
is said to have “run for a year”.

rusto
Rust-Oleum brand spray paint.

scribe
Also called “scratchitti,” scribing creates hard-to-
remove graffiti by scratching or etching a tag into an 
object, generally using a key, knife, stone, ceramic drill 
bit, or diamond tipped dremel bit. the Mohs scale of 
mineral hardness determines which stones or other 
objects will scratch what surfaces. Often accompanied 
by etch, which is a faster method only applicable on 
glass surfaces.

slam
to paint an extremely conspicuous or dangerous location.

slash
To put a line through, or tag over, another’s graffiti. This 
is considered a deep insult. It is also known as “marking”, 
“dissing” and “capping” (because of an infamous writer 
called CAP going over almost every piece on every car 
of the new York transit system in the early 70s and has 
become sort of a criticized legend because of that). Also 
referred to as “crossing out”, “dissing” or “going over.”

sticker
Also referred to as “labels” or “slaps”. A sticker 
(often obtained from shipping companies and name 
greeting labels) with the writer ’s tag on it. A sticker 

can be deployed more quickly than other forms of 
graffiti, making it a favorite in any public place such as 
newspaper dispensers, stop signs, phone booths etc. A 
popular sticker that was used originally was the “Hello 
my name is” red stickers in which a writer would write 
his or her graffiti name in the blank space.

straight letter
Also referred to as “straights” and sometimes 
“simples” are a direct blocky, more readable and 
simpler style of graffiti. Straight letters can be read by 
anyone and usually contain only 2 colors.

tag (scribble)
A stylized signature, normally done in one color. the 
simplest and most prevalent type of graffiti, a tag is 
often done in a color that contrasts sharply with its 
background. tag can also be used as a verb meaning 
“to sign”. Writers often tag on or beside their pieces, 
following the practice of traditional artists who sign 
their artwork. 

throw-up
generally consists of a one-color outline and one layer 
of fill-color. Easy-to-paint bubble shapes often form the 
letters. A throw-up is designed for quick execution, to 



avoid attracting attention to the writer. 
top-to-bottom

Pieces on trains that cover the whole height of the car. 
A top-to-bottom, end-to-end combined production is 
called a whole-car. A production with several writers 
might cover a whole-train, which means the entire 
side of the train has been covered. In the U.S. this term 
can also be used as a single noun instead of only an 
adjective.

toy
Used as an adjective to describe poor work, or as a noun 
meaning an inexperienced or unskilled writer. the act 
of “toying” someone else’s graffiti is to disrespect it by 
means of going over it. “toys” often added above or 
directly on a “toy” work. An acronym meaning tag Over 
Your Shit.

up
Writers become up when their work becomes widespread 
and well-known. Although a writer can “get up” in a city by 
painting only tags (or throw-ups), a writer may earn more 
respect from skillfully executed pieces or a well-rounded 
repertoire of styles than from sheer number of tags. Usually 

the more spots a writer can hit, the more respect he or she 
gains. A writers ups is determined by how much prolific 
graffiti he/she has accomplished and that is actively running.

wildstyle
graffiti with text so stylized as to be difficult to read, 
often with interlocking, three-dimensional type.

woodblock graffiti
Artwork painted on a small portion of plywood or 
similar inexpensive material and attached to street sign 
posts with bolts. Often the bolts are bent at the back to 
prevent removal.

writer
A practitioner of writing, a graffiti artist.
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