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The August issue of Juxtapoz magazine includes a 14 page feature with photos and an
interview with Craig Costello discussing graffiti and street art in SF during the early 90’s.
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San Francisco in the early 90’s was a pivotal place in the global rise of street art. Costel-
lo captured many artists writing and drawing in the streets, from underground tunnels to
city rooftops. This is a rare insider’s view into the world of San Francisco’s graffiti and
street art scene that would eventually inspire young artists from Brazil to New York and
Europe.

Costello’s photographs from the early 90’s have only recently been unveiled in the Art in
The Streets exhibition at the LA MOCA. This is the first publication in a magazine with
an accompanying interview.

CRAIG COSTELLO

INTERVIEW BY AUSTIN MCMANUS/ ALL PHOTOG RAPHY BY CRAIG COSTELLO
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CRAIG “KR” COSTELLO

Costello aligned himself with a uniquely
different group of graffiti writers than from
which he was accustomed, including young art
students who were pioneering character-based
work. Many pivetal individuals producing work

1 was just working and feeling it out. The graffiti
in SF was quite different from what | knew
back in NYC. Twist (McGee) had stuff around
town that was interesting, and it seemed like
he was down to bomb. At the time, SF had

at this time would later become
famous and iconic figures within various
scenes. Costello’s photographs from this
erahighlight the importance of documenting
the process, particularly in light of the often
short and ephemeral lfespan of graffiti
—-Austin McManus

Craig Costello: | had moved to San Francisco,

alot of grafiti ntrated around specific
areas: parking lots, alleys, etc. Twist's graffiti
was the most interesting to me at the time and
Iigured if | wanted to do something, he would
be down. And if we got along, then we could
really handle biz

He and | started hitting some spots here and
there. At the same time, Reminisce was just
starting to hit streets in SF with this guy who
painted dogs with bucket paint, They were
doing quite a bit of stuff that was all interesting
tome. They turned out to be art students who

were interested in painting in the streets. | met
Reminisce at a gallery where she was included
in a group show of promising young painters.

Total chance. | was new to SF, didn’t know
anyone or where | was going. | was down to
check new things out and see what was going
on. Barry introduced me to a few people.
Reminisce was nice and so was the Dog Dude.
They were all smart, educated artists. It wasn't
hood and street at all. It was young artists

who saw painting in the streets as free, fun,
and adventurous. | think because | was from
INY, that was intriguing, but | was not some
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progressive graffiti writer or artist, | was just
down o run around and get inta shit because
it was fun.

Of course we all painted in the streets, which
can be a very tough place: drugs, prostitutes,
homeless, gangs, human shit in the alleys, etc.
Outin SF | rolled with a mix of art school kids
and straight-up grafiti writers; we were kind
of in the middle.

I have to say that there was a greater
community beyond the three of us and it
would be wrong to imply we were the only
ones making work. We were maybe a little
more consistent and focused, but there were
many other people around. Barry didn't really
drink, and | was just a little more sogial.

¥d go out to a bar with friends and then mest
him later, or Reminisce would be down to go
out after everyone went home. We were on a
mission, strictly business, all-night missions
on the regular.

‘What Twist and Reminisce were doing was
very new and fresh. Barry was a pioneer and
Reminisce was talented, she leamned a lot from
him as far as technique, and from me about
materials and vision for spots, where to paint,
etc. I was doing regular old graffti it was just
alittle newer to the SF scene at the time. Twist
influenced so many people to go out and paint,
non-graffiti writers, and art school kids. There
were all kinds of people running around at that
time, they didn't have a background in graffit,
didn't know about spray paint of spots.

Alot of it was terrible, but it was interesting.
Graffiti writers definitely know more about
navigating and painting the streets than studio
artists. A graffiti writer can size up a wall and
bang something out in the dark. It takes time
to learn that craft.

The environment in SF was really open and
people could paint freely, graffiti or otherwise,

and not really get too hassled as long as they
were careful.

The world was continuing to get smaller;
les were more prevalent, spreading
news and images of the styles a lot faster
than any time previous. | think there was an
interest in SF because you could bomb, and
also there was this underlying art thing going
on, and they coexisted really well. It was easy
0 rack paint.

Being that | was from NYG and knew next to
nothing about SF or Galifornia, this Gity tured
out 1o be a completely different world for me:
the landscape, the culture, and the attitude.

At the time, graffiti magazines were just
beginning to circulate. | helped distribute an
East Goast graffiti ‘zine called “Skills” to local
shops in SF. Information moved so much
slower compared with today. There was more
of a local scene. Today we see global trends.
You can go to Berlin or Barcelona and there's
some kid who looks like he's straight out of
Williamsburg or SF with atrack bike who writes
graffiti. Back then things were super local;

you actually had to meet with people or travel.

Ididn't know it at the time, but my ideas were
so different, they weren't radical at all. | was
just doing what | knew to be the norm in NYC
Rustoleum black-and-white fill-ins, pilot silver
tags on mail boxes and doors, flat black, flat
white, good spots, tags and throw-ups that
were always the same. Those things were all
really new out in SF at the time. | remember

| used to rack paint at this store and all the
Krylon was locked up, but all the Rusto was.
outin the open in a far away comer of the
store. | used 1o go once a week.

Iknow it sounds very simple, but these were
pivotal things at the time. It was technology.
Icould hit spots that no one ever touched
because Krylon doesn't work on a ot of
surfaces on the street. People like Cost and
Revs were super progressive in NYG, and
Ithink they really helped open a lot of people’s
eyes, and expanded the ideas of what Gould
be done on the strest. But you had to be in
NYG to really experience the magnitude of
what they were doing.

Another example of having 1o travel and
experience things first hand: Twist went to
Sao Paulo for an artist-in-residence program
i the early '90s. We'd write letters and send
flicks and stickers, etc. He met Os Gemeos
down there and also brought back lots of
photos of Pixagao. That was a big exchange,
because Os Gemeos met a graffiti writing artist
and that really infiuenced them. And the flicks
of Pixagao were really interesting and played
amajor role in doing hangovers and working
with bucket paint much later for me. It was
part Cost and Revs, and part Pixagéo. All that
information was transferred through word-of-
mouth and experiences, not the Internet.
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FORMEIT
WAS FUN

WITH FRIENDS.
THERE WAS NO
IMPORTANCE.

We all went to art school at some point.
Twist was a itle older and he was clearly

super talented, driven, and headed for galleries
and museums. We went to galleries to look at
shows, looked at art books in the library, and
talked about art, of course. There’s nothing
wrong with making a living from your art

Graffiti is in the hands of graffiti writers.
They are free, no one can say anything to them
‘about what they do, and that's the beauty of it
Graffiti will always be edgy. When it goes into
the galleries, it a different thing. But when

the kids hit the streets, it has a lot of power
becauseit's so bold and so free. It's a feeling—
crossing the line and taking risks in the name
of creativity. There’s alot of satisfaction in
making something. It doesn't have to be on a
canvas or in a studio. It's the itch that needs

to get scratched.

er conscios

It's really funny. For me it was fun with friends.
There was no importance. It's the concrete
jungle gym

I will say that after | moved back to NYC from
SF, | realized what a different world | had been

in. The West Coast is completely different from
the East Coast, and some of the things that

| was exposed to out West hadn't fully reached
the East yet. Galifornia is really interesting

and progressive, it doesn't owe anything to
Europe; it's very new in its thinking. It's hard

to describe. A good example might be the
organic food movement. This was totally new
tome, and when | came back to NYC, people
weren't up on it. Now it's huge. My friends
used to make fun of me, “Organic chicken?
What are you talking about? There’s no such
thing.” They thought | was some weirdo hippie
who spent too much time in SF. (Actually, | am
aweirdo hippie.) There are so many things
coming out of California: music, food, culture,
art, and ideas.

NYC is great and I love it, but in some strange
ways it can be quite conservative, and
actually now this is the case more than ever.

| remember NYC when it was more of a fraak
show and | miss that because it seemed freer.
I think the ideas that | brought with me 1o SF
arejust as important as the ideas | brought
back with me to NYC. My time in SF was really
important for me, moving so far away from
where | grew up, and experiencing a unique
culture and style.

g multiple art sc

Most other cities the size of SF and larger
have more than one art school, but | think the.
diversity came from the whole city, not just the
art schools.

San Francisco is a small to mid-sized city that
has a lot of appeal. It's easy going, beautiful,
safe, and the food is great. Young people move
there bringing different styles and ideas, and
also pick up the local flavor. When | lived there
it was cheap and easy, versus a place like NYC
thatis super expensive and difficult o five in.
Being from NYC, | loved the nature out in SF,
watching the sun set into the ocean. |had a
garden. | went to Yosemite a bunch of times.
Death Valley, too. It might sound corny, but all
that stuff was amazing. There's nothing like
that on the East Goast.

The San Francisco Art Institute has prestige
and a lot of great artists went there over its
history. Both SFAI and California were very
influential to me. Overall, SF has a great
creative community with both locals and
transplants. It was fun to run around and paint
in the streets, and there was just enough of an

JUXTAPOZ




Juxtapoz 2011




Juxtapoz

2011

JUXTAPOZ

art scene to be influential and accessible.
In the end, though there is a lot more commercial
opportunity in places like NYC and LA and
Ifound a ot of people moved to one or the
other after a few years in SF.

Most of these images are from '93-'95,
before the dot-com boom. By ‘95 | had a nice
apartment in a cool location and, although
rents were rising, | didn't feel the effects at all.
Imoved back to NYC in 98

The graffiti scene was ehanging by '96, the
city was buffing really hard, and guys like Fate,
Saber, Revok, and Amaze were bombing really
hard and changing the overall style of the city.
Mailboxes, newspaper boxes, switch boxes,
doorways, and all the fun things to catch mops
tags on were now a buff. Rooftops were still
fun and would run for awhile, or painting in
fringe areas. Old factories out on 3rd Street
were fun to paint on Sundays in the day. By
‘this time | was really into bucket paint and
roller stuff, | was doing all bucket paint pieces
with extension poles, barely any spray paint,
and of course the occasional Krink tags.

Over the years I've seen the same cycle: new
kids came up and the older ones fade away.
Things get buffed, new styles gain popularity,
and it just keeps going and evolving. The
overall US economy was on the rise at this
time and people were moving all over the
country. | knew a lot of people who moved

to NYG to places like Wiliamsburg and got
jobs for Internet companies. Ina way, the
mid-90s was the beginning of a massive
influx of people into NYG, where today it
seems native New Yorkers are the minority.

I remember going to the airport to go home to
NYC, and the entire place was under massive
construction, and | was thinking how fast SF
was growing. Once | got fully settled in NYC,
the real estate boom was starting up and NYC
was being gut-renovated. Every lot was being
built on, so many buildings were torn down.
Itwas incredible, but that's another story.

1 was in school for photography and | felt it
was compelling, as an insider, to take photos.
Most of the images we've seen in the past are
outsiders documenting gral
writers understand that their stuff will be gone
sooner than later, so photos are important.

writers. Most

Every writer has a shoebox full of photos.
Most images are of finished work shot in the
day. | thought it would be interesting to take
action shots of people painting. It was really
just a creative project.

That's gratfiti. Nothing fives forever.
Take photos!

For more information about Craig Costello,
follow his blog on Krink.com




Juxtapoz 2011

T D Iq 14L

JUXTAPLZ

140

ART+CLULTURE

Juxtapoz subscribers’ editon cover.



