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"Where are
we on the
map?"

INTO STREET ART

Street art is not for eternity and for the museum
but reacts to the now-ness of the given moment and
a given constellation in the urban life of a specific
c i t y.
Street art has mostly a poetic-political
import. If we concede that street art advances our
a e s t h e t i c s e n s i b i l i t y, t h e n w e c a n a r g u e t h at s t r e e t
art allows either the possibility of appreciation
as art proper or that it transforms art into
e v e r y d ay l i f e i n t h e c o nt e x t o f t h e m o d e r n b i g c i t y.
Heinz Paetzold

Exploring
Street Art
in Nicosia
with a
group of
activists
from both
sides of the
divide

This report presents the results of a research study
that involved documenting, mapping and analysing
independent street art in the old walled city of Nicosia.
The report describes the process followed, the intentions
of the team, and the actions and results achieved. Some
of the images documented are presented here, along
with links to publications that have resulted from the
research, including a video produced under this project
and a visual essay published in Garibaldi, an online
journal under The Independent project of the MAXXI
Museum in Rome.
About us
Urban Gorillas are a diverse team of creative urbanites
united by their common vision and enthusiasm for
constantly improving life in the city. Our mission
is to activate public spaces and transform them,
even temporarily, into lively and creative hubs that
encourage sustainable living, citizen participation and
social interactions. Urban Gorillas do this through
active research and artistic interventions at the street
level realised through creative collaborations with
other activists, artists and organisations.
Photo by Natalie Konyalian
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Project Overview

The walls and public spaces of our cities all over
the world are increasingly becoming canvases for
important societal and artistic expression. This is no
less true in Cyprus, as messaging in both communities
is increasingly appearing in our streetscape; yet, the
attention given to it by the media and the general
public is nonetheless limited. This project was aimed at
documenting and promoting the street art of Cyprus,
and allowing it to give us a window into the street art
scene, and also the concerns of the people who reside
in the island’s capital.

Documentation of independent artistic
works and activist messaging in Nicosia
Street Art on a metal garage door in the
nor thern par t of Nicosia

The research looked at exploring and documenting the
independent street art and graffiti/tagging/messaging
that currently appears in public spaces in Nicosia. The
research did not include documenting commissioned
art works, only independent artistic works and activist
messaging. The team explored several cross-sections
of the old walled city, specifically from south to north
through the buffer zone, and also along the buffer zone
on both sides.

By documenting these independent artworks and
messages that are coming up from the grassroots
level, the researchers were able to gain critical insights
about important issues in our present-day society.
These are messages that must not be disregarded,
but rather observed and understood. As art gives
us the opportunity to understand our selves and our
communities, street art as a form of free expression
does the same for any society that is willing to reflect
and grow.
The research has also been captured visually on the
Urban Gorillas interactive map that is freely accessible
online at www.urbangorillas.org. Here the viewer can
explore the city virtually, following the route and the
points pinned along it where photos of the artwork
and messages are also displayed. Here the viewer can
explore the city virtually, following the route and the
points pinned along it where photos of the artwork and
messages are also displayed.
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DEVELOPMENT

Strolling in the city centre one is exposed
to layers of messages that are relevant to
the current socio-economic condition of
the place
M o r e o v e r, t h e r e s e a r c h e r s w a n t e d t o a n a l y s e t h e
messaging that appears in this format on the street,
a n d f u r t h e r, i d e n t i f y t r e n d i n g t o p i c s e x p r e s s e d b y b o t h
communities

An example of bilingual stickers that were
found on both sides of the green line
that translates as: 'every fascism - a lost
revolution'

WHY?
The purpose of carrying out this project
was to research, explore and document
the street art scene in Nicosia as a form
of activism and free expression in our
divided city. Moreover, the researchers
wanted to analyse the messaging that
appears in this format on the street,
and further, identify trending topics
expressed by both communities. As such
the team was interested in looking at
topics of common concern expressed
by both communities, understanding
their context, and identifying similarities
and differences as well. Additionally
the researchers were interested in
identifying levels of collaboration or
competition between artists from the
two communities, and similarities
and differences in styles and forms of
expression. The researchers set out to
do this project in order to add to the
knowledge and data available on the
street art scene in Cyprus; this was done
by looking at the scene as a whole, not
only in terms of capturing the work of
artists at work on the street, but also on
the use of this form of expression by
society to actively express itself at this
moment in the history of the island, its
division, and all the other socio-economic
challenges faced at this time. Finally the
team was committed to presenting their
findings to the public in innovative forms,
and promoting them at the international
level, as well as sharing the knowledge
with other civil society organisations,
including those that are active in arts and
culture, and other researchers looking at
art in divided places..

ACTIONS
A walking documentation: capturing
a snapshot of the street art scene
by photographing and mapping each
example of street art and messaging
observed on the street on the
planned routes through the city
Meeting and inter viewing artists /
activists from both communities to
gather their insights and further
inform the research – this resulted
in a specially created video
document that gives exposure to the
local scene to wider audiences
Narrative and photographic essays
capturing the snapshot of the city
through the research action
Mapping our f indings on Urb an
G orillas’ interac tive online map for
virtual exploration of the city
International exposure of the
research findings and the scene in
the form of the publication of our
visual essay in the next edition of
the online journal about independent
artistic practice published by The
Independent at the MAXXI, Rome
Collaboration with local street
artists and teaming up to coproduce, document and support
an event that will present project
results and its value in public space
for social expression and active
citizenship – specifically the YUKA
Blend Festival on 7 October 2017.
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Output

Co-curation
of t h e Ma x x i Mu s e u m ' s G ar i b a l d i Apr i l 2 0 1 7 i s s u e

To read our full visual essay published
online by The Independent project
of the MAXXI Museum, see: http://
www.theindependentproject.it/
garibaldi-journal/visual-essay-onthe-street-art-in-cyprus/

Vi d e o D o c u m e nt a r y i nt e r v i e w i n g a r t i s t s
N u r t a n e K a r a g i l a n d Va s i l i s Va s i l i o u .
V i d e o b y N a t a l i e K o n y a l i a n & P e r v i n Av c i

The results and visuals produced
were presented to the local public
in the context of a street festival
collaboration in October 2017,
namely the YUKA Fest. Here the
researchers’ findings were projected
in visual form on the walls of
old garage buildings that were
temporarily transformed into mini
cinema settings with free access to
the public. This gave local audiences
an opportunity to learn more about
the street art scene in their own city,
and raise awareness and appreciation
of this important form of expression
among the wider public.
https://www.facebook.com/
YukaBlend/

Photo Documentation

P a r t i c i p a t i o n a t t h e Yu k a B l e n d S t r e e t F e s t i v a l
2017 - Public exposition of results and temporar y
transformation of an urban space.

R E S U LT S
Through researching and documenting the messages and artwork on the streets of
Nicosia, the research team gave light to this snapshot through the creation of a visual
essay published online with The Independent project of the MAXXI in Rome. In this
way not only is the street art scene of Nicosia promoted internationally, and to a range of
audiences, but also the issues expressed, and the individual, independent voices behind
them amplified – a distinct aim of the project that the researchers have realised. http://
www.theindependentproject.it/garibaldi-journal/visual-essay-on-the-street-art-in-cyprus/
A further aim and result of the project was the production of videos to highlight the
voices of two independent street artists from Nicosia, one from each community.
Through this interview and documentary process, the researchers were able to identify
the motivation of local street artists to do their work, as well as to gain valuable insight
on the collaborations that are taking place among street artists across the green line.
VIDEO: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SqYgPTBkE-E
TEASER: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zTbqS9-_GbM
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LESSONS

“In an urban space dominated by the semiotics of dominant
n a t i o n a l i s t d i s c o u r s e s u s t a i n i n g t h e c i t y ’s a n d t h e
c o u n t r y ’s d i v i s i o n a n d i n a c o m m e r c i a l i z e d u n i v e r s e o f t h e
consumerist definition of the “normal” lifestyle, often the
street ar t encountered in the walls of inner Nicosia operates
i n a c o n f r o n t a t i o n a l m a n n e r. S t r e e t a r t d e s t a b i l i z e s t h e
dominant meanings as expressed by the monuments, the
flags, the symbols and the advertising signs, it challenges
existing and promotes alternative orders of significance
and memory and more generally it claims the right to
e x e r c i s e t h e p o w e r o f i m a g i n a t i o n i n t h e p u b l i c s p h e r e .”
Karathanasis, 2010

The outlined routes in red
were explored during a
5-day observational walking
documentation.

LESSONS
Although relatively small-scale, this project confirmed
our hypothesis when starting out, that the street art
scene in Cyprus is still in its nascent stages, shyly
emerging and showing masses of potential. There
are a number of notable artists at work on the street,
whose style is distinctly identifiable; the quality of
the artistic work witnessed is comparable with that of
their international peers in terms of innovative use of
space and design, and developing individual voice and
trademark style.
With the exception of a few artists who are working
at the street level in the old town, most of what the
researchers noted was stencilled imagery, and freehand
messaging where a number of recurring themes were
noted. The stencilling is noted as an effective means for
groups to design and efficiently present their messages
across the city in a consistent and recognisable visual
style. It is an effective message tool that also experiments
with the use of public space and tests out the freedom
available to mark the city’s walls with the messages
while remaining anonymous and invisible. Mostly
visually simple, the stencils observed during this study

RESEARCH ROUTE

are however powerful and moving expressions of love,
loss, anger, criticism and a cry for freedom.
The researchers were interested in identifying themes
being expressed by various groups in this format, and
indeed in seeing any commonalities and differences
within and between the communities north and
south of the green line. The themes identified had
to do with racism, women’s equality, solidarity with
migrants and refugees, solidarity with the poor, wishes
for reunification of the island, LGBTI rights, and
other political messages. It was noteworthy for the
researchers to find more messaging in the northern
part of the city about freedom and equality for the
LGBTI community, as well as more messaging about
freedom and reunification in Cyprus. In the southern
part of the city, more messages against fascism were
noted, as well as politically charged messages relating
to freedom of expression, the economy, and respect for
refugees and migrants.
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O B S E R VA T I O N S

This visual essay is a snapshot of the old walled city of Nicosia, capturing a moment in the
urban space of the city through the perspective of its street art. Our strolling observation
took us through the winding streets and back alleys of the city, tracing lines through and
along the buffer zone. We observed independent voices claiming free space to express
themselves, in an attempt to be heard amid the dominant mainstream culture. We could
see how urban space becomes the platform where young groups and independent voices
operate in a confrontational manner in the face of political, social and environmental
concerns. The old centre of the capital is delimited by 5km of fortified Venetian walls,
creating another island within the urban fabric of approximately 1.13 km2. Different
layers of history and tradition are found in this delimited area, and street messages and
slogans add another layer that relates mostly to the present, that is transient, and that
confronts the fixed layers of history, politics, architecture and the societal status quo.
This urban island is further divided by the physical boundaries of the green line; it is
the part of the capital where this division is most prominent and a stroll is abruptly
interrupted at different points by barrels, barbed wire or sandbags. The old walled city
is a contested space where different social groups co-exist, and where contradictory
lifestyles and expressions are manifested. Street art in the old city of Nicosia diminishes
the strong physical symbols, such as the monuments, flags and churches, and provides
a new reading beyond the advertising commercials; it challenges the public to perceive
another reality. Through our study of the old city we observed that street art as an artistic
practice is still in its infancy, if we compare it with other capital cities; it is however a
prominent forum for messaging, and the expression of independent concerns. We noted
that there are differences in the concerns expressed by the two communities, which
relate back to societal issues faced by each. We also keenly noted that there are distinct
areas of concern coming through that are explored in our visual essay below, and to
find a mix of languages being used, indicating collaboration among Greek Cypriot and
Turkish Cypriot artists. These groupings form further islands, isolated groups with
unheard voices, or unpopular, marginalised opinions. Still, the various independent
voices claim their piece of public space, and engage in a dialogue with the passer-by in an
attempt to shift the political and social situations faced in the segregated communities.

Street Art on a metal garage door in the
nor thern par t of Nicosia

50%

20%

CYPRUS
PROBLEM

REFUGEE
CRISIS

We obs e r ved
indepe nde nt
voices
claiming
f ree space
to e x press
the m s elves,
in an at te mpt
to be heard
amid the
main stream

20%

Liberalism,
Economic System,
Equality
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Our research provides a snapshot into the Cypriot society
in 2017, captured through street expression in the
divided capital.

DEN KSEXNO

“Cyprus Airways”
+ Den Xehno IceCream
The author plays with the nationalist slogan that
perpetrates Greek Cypriot society, "never to forget
the invasion of 1974", combining it wittily with the
logo of the national airline that closed in 2015 due
to bankruptcy, and the olive branches of the Cyprus
flag. In this simple graphic act, multiple layers and
references are captured, creating a commentary on
nationhood, nostalgia, symbols and history.
The sticker takes the same caption and depicts it
with the original symbol that usually accompanies
it - the outline of the island where the northern part
is painted with blood overflowing into the southern
part. Street artist 23, with wit and humour places the
symbol and slogan within a melting ice-cream; it is a
confrontation between the cultivation of hatred the
symbol and slogan promote, and the wish that this
hatred could just melt away.

“Demilitarized Cyprus”
This stencil was spotted in numerous points along
our strolling exploration in both sides of the city, and
referred to a specific action that was being organised
to take place in the northern part of Nicosia, a public
protest against the military presence on the island.
Here the choice of placing the message directly on
the material of the buffer zone itself, and notably a
military camouflage barrel in the southern part of
Nicosia makes it all the more poignant. Later another
messenger has added a pink love heart around the
stencil, expressing approval of the action and its
intention, while enhancing the overall visual appeal of
the message and its placement.

“Girl with Cyprus Balloon”
This work was seen in the northern part of the city,
and was one of a handful of artistic works observed.
Has the young girl lost her balloon - Cyprus as a
unified whole - and therefore the author speaks of
lost hope for the island’s future and reunification? Or
is the girl looking up at the balloon still imagining
she can catch it, as so many Cypriots still hark for a
Cyprus that once was, or for an idyllic reunified island
that could be again. The visual appeal is strong, and
the piece, like any good artwork, makes the observer
stop and reflect, and walk away slightly changed.

The research team identified recurring themes in the
streets of Nicosia, and analysed some of the common
issues and concerns expressed at the street level in the
island's divided capital.
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MIGRANTS

"Migrants welcome,
racists F... off "

"Wall as a canvas
for dialogue"

Along with other examples like “No Human is Illegal”
we noted a distinct voice of solidarity with refugees in
the southern part of Nicosia. Here a conversation is
taking place, where the original author states that all
Syrian refugees should return to their homes. Another
street-writer misinterprets the message and accuses
him of being a fascist. The first author returns to clarify
that he means an end to the war, and supports people’s
right to return to their own homes. A third person
crosses out ‘Syrian,’ changing the emphasis of the
original statement from Syrian, to all refugees. Perhaps
he too is in solidarity with refugees. Or perhaps he
wants to highlight the fact that there are refugees from
other countries too. Or perhaps he brings the focus
home to Cypriot internally displaced people and their
yearning to return to their original homes, and thus
calling for an end to the island’s division. The need
for each author to return and clarify his intention is
striking, and that the dialogue is occurring in this
format; by making the statements public through these
means, it is clear the need to express is strong, as well
as to not be misunderstood, while also communicating
with the passer-by. The thought becomes a dialogue,
which transcends into a broadcast set of messages.

POLITICS

"Cyprus-Blind-Corrupt"
This is a powerful piece in a prominent spot visible to drivers and
pedestrians in the southern part of Nicosia. Two male figures
in suits, blindfolded with the word ‘corrupt’ hold a dividing
line (possibly a saw) over Cyprus, where the division currently
stands. Two olive branches below the line and a distorted image
of the map of Cyprus refer to the Republic of Cyprus flag. The
word ‘blind’ hovers below the artwork suggesting that those
overseeing the division of the island are blinded by corruption.
Beyond its value as a stand-alone composition that has visual
appeal as well strong political commentary, what is striking here
is that this piece is untouched; no one has painted over it, nor has
anyone added a comment or defaced it. Similar types of street
slogans and graffiti appear in both sides of the city expressing
" no borders, no armies". Occupy Buffer Zone was the most
prominent movement that mobilised such ideologies inside the
buffer zone; the group camped in the buffer zone for six months,
demanding reunification of the island until they were evicted by
the Special Anti-Terrorist Force.
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LOVE

ENVIRONMENT

"Don’t throw love"
This stencil spotted in the northern part of the city
takes universal symbols to make a very personal
statement. Perhaps the author is saddened by
unrequited love, having thrown his heart away on the
wrong person. Or perhaps this is the voice of idealism
that we noticed over and over again, in particular in
the northern part of the city. There is still a nostalgia,
an innocent idealism, a belief in love, a romanticism
expressed. Is the author saying don’t throw love away we are lost without it? The pink colour added seems to
suggest that hope is not lost.

"Red Light District"
"Respect to the women across
the road," reads a message on
the wall in the southern part of
Nicosia, in the red light district
of the old town.

GENDER

"Girls not toys"
A small and distinct work on paper, this is a
powerful piece, both graphically and in terms of
what the artist is expressing. Perhaps she is saying
‘girls are not toys’, addressing her male peers.
Or perhaps she is asking those same boys to put
down their gadgets and playstations, and pay
attention to their female counterparts instead.
The independent voice behind this piece speaks
of strength, resilience and self-respect.
This piece was produced by a young woman
as part of a graphic design course of European
University.

"Dolum Tesisine Hayir"
‘Say no to the petrol premises’ reads one slogan in the northern
part of Nicosia, where a little girl is depicted shooting herself in
the head with a petrol pump. The image on the wall is powerful
by itself and undoubtedly grabs the attention of the passer-by.
The slogan relates to a particular incident where there were
plans to set up petroleum filling plants in a natural park within
Karpasia / Karpaz Peninsula in the northern tip of the island.
The message presents more than a cry against such action. The
message exemplifies the need for geographical mobilization to
touch the masses mobilising the discourse in the capital. While
Karpasia /Karpaz is the less densely populated area, the slogan is
an example of how in a small island, local concerns transcend to
the island-wide level.
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ECONOMY

P R I VA T I S A T I O N O F T H E P U B L I C

“Cyprus Cola”

“Faneromeni belongs to its
freaks”

Spotted in the southern part of the city, this stencil
likens the outline of the old walled city to a soda bottle
cap, while also playing on the notion of marketing and
branding. Being an island, many products and brands
have always been imported to Cyprus, accompanied
by the islander’s view of things from abroad being
‘better’. The author seems to suggest a pride in homegrown culture, products and talent, while appealing
to a certain generation who still remembers drinking
from what are now considered retro soda bottles.
The piece is a small independent statement against
the massive overflow of mainstream brands.

Faneromeni is a small square in the southern part
of Nicosia located around Faneromeni Church.
Historically, it has been a public space loaded with
symbols of free expression of ideas; it was the ground
of protest against the British colonial rule in 19551959. Until recently - during the years 2005-2012 this area was transformed into a self-organised, shared
space by a movement of young people coming from
both sides of the island. This movement reflected
radical beliefs connected to anti-fascism and antiauthoritarian ideologies. The group was forced out
of the area following the rapid gentrification and
commercialisation of the old city of Nicosia.

“Fake Nike”
As interesting as "Cyprus
Cola" in the southern part,
we found a similar ironic
message in the face of
mainstream brands in the
northern part of Nicosia.

“Thoroun se”

“Municipal Market”
Outside the wall of the Municipal Market in the
southern part of Nicosia and following this year's
decision to take out the merchants in the space in
order to transfer the market into an "innovation hub",
the message reads:
"Things are still the way we know them from school.
...Class is opposed to class...A whole life dedicated to be
opposed to capital and fascists. "

"They are looking at you" is a very imposing art
work which is situated again within the Faneromeni
neighborhood in the old city. It can refer back to
those with power that can impose themselves to push
out people of lower social and economic standing,
bringing about gentrification in the old city. The
eyes watching you could also mean that you are
not free to be as you wish as you are always being
watched, as someone is always behind your back. In
our contemporary time this is even more palpable as
surveillance cameras are increasingly placed in public
spaces and invade into our private lives.
It is quite likely that the eyes are by one artist, with
one intention, and the message followed later by
another artist, adding a new dimension to the original
intention. We witnessed several instances of this type
of interaction at the street level, and were encouraged
by the will to express opinions coming through
clearly.
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SOLIDARIT Y

"Killah"
This stencil, found on several walls in the old city
portrays more than a young man expressing his voice.
The man in the picture is Pavlos Fyssas, also known as
Killah P, who was a Greek anti-fascist hip-hop artist
who was murdered on 17 September 2013 by a Golden
Dawn member, the extreme right wing party in Greece.
In Nicosia many young people related Fyssas’ death
with their own ideologies and produced a number of
stencils in the city to show their solidarity for his death.
Through diverse street slogans we encountered in the
southern part we saw many examples of solidarity
expressed beyond the Cyprus context, and in particular
some relate to Greek political and social realities.

"From the point of
view of the animals, all humans are
Nazis"

"Who Cares?"

GENDER

"Sexuality"
We observed several references in the northern part of Nicosia
to sexuality and gender. Having been suppressed
until very recently - same-sex sexual activity has only been
decriminalised in 2015 in the Turkish Cypriot community - the
LGBTI community are coming out in this most public expression
of sexuality, and standing for their rights. The need to make the
statement, and the choice to do it in this way, publicly and yet
anonymously, seems to be a call for recognition and equality.
The three messages illustrated here read: "I am a Lesbian" and "I
am bisexual," while the third depicts two policemen kissing,
which is an original Bansky work re-applied by stencil in this
context.It is noteworthy that nothing similar was observed in the
southern part of Nicosia.
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POLITICS -ONE CYPRUS-

STREET ART FOR USE

"We do not need any more
mothers" +
KΥΠΡΟΣ-KIBRIS-ΕΝΩΣΙΣ

"Mapping the old city"

This strong slogan that appears in various streets in
the northern part of Nicosia refers to the relations
of Cyprus with Greece and Turkey that exert their
influence regarding political, economic and social
matters. Historically each community has referred to
Greece and Turkey respectively as their ‘motherland’.
The stencil could be echoing the election of Mustafa
Akinci one year ago, and his view of interrupting the
‘mother’ relationship with Turkey. The voice expressed
here demands emancipation from the two motherlands,
and to leave the island to follow its own course and
develop its own identity. It is interesting that the
message is in English, reaching a wider audience of
passers-by, not only Turkish speakers. In the same
way the slogan Kipros-Kibris-Enosis found in several
spots in the southern part of the city takes the notion
of enosis - unification with Greece - and reapplies it to
the reunification of the two communities on the island
instead.

"Love in Cyprus can't be
stopped"

A young female street artist who goes by the street name of
Astraki initiated a series of murals in the southern part of
Nicosia, depicting the current position on a map of the passerby. As the urban fabric of the inner city of Nicosia is laid out
in a network of labyrinthine alleys, orientation becomes an
exploratory adventure for all but the residents of the immediate
locality. The creation of this series of murals has been taking
place in a participatory mode, together with the community and
other artists. Even for our research team who know exactly how
to find our way in the city, we had a difficulty to know where
we are on the map. The mapping murals by Astraki do not only
transform shopfronts into colourful and vibrant spaces, but also
show the power of art in being useful for residents and visitors of
the city.
Astraki has painted over 8 walls of this type in the city, from
2014-2017. For more info:
https://vimeo.com/234208129
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W HAT ' S N E X T

The need for better mobility and the use of
bicycles in Nicosia were also expressed as a
vivid concern on the city walls

Future actions
The documented
materials are
pinned on an
interactive
map of the
Urban Gorillas
website. As
the street
scene is in
constant f luid
transformation,
the photos are
dated so as
to understand
and trace the
diverse urban
trends as they
are happening:
an ongoing
virtual city
transformation
mapping that is
open to public
participation.

Future actions following
this research initiative could
include a series of larger-scale
mapping projects covering
other segments of the city.
The team is also interested
in extending the research
beyond the capital to look
into other towns across the
island, as well as working
internationally to make
comparative studies with
other cities, and divided
places. Moreover the
research and findings give
an important set of insights
into new spaces to explore
for artistic collaborations and
actions across the city, as well
as knowledge of the issues of
concern to the communities,
around which new artistic
interventions can be created.

