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The city integrates current communication technologies in com-
plex informational layers. Artistic urban interventions in the city 
of São Paulo, that make use of graffiti, lighting displays, projec-
tions and videomapping techniques- act as part of the urban 
landscape as visual surfaces able to heighten the perception of 
the city as a space for cultural exchange in the public sphere.

Even before the digital age, announcements in the form of post-
ers, panels, billboards and lighting displays, represented layers of 
‘images of the city’. With today’s communication technologies, the 
city is constantly being updated, leading to new imaginative crea-
tions and social configurations.  In this new scenario, ‘material’ and 
‘immaterial’ cannot be distinguished or thought as separated cate-
gories. This article examines some of the possible forms of artistic 
interventions in the city, including analog and digital techniques. 
These manifestations are understood to have an amplifying effect 
on the city’s and its inhabitants’ powers of communication. 

Today, the city presents itself as surface of communication. Shop 
windows, lighting displays, and billboards, legacies of industrial 
cities, coexist with dynamic electronic-digital interfaces, artifacts 
of the contemporary world. Information technology and commu-
nication networks can be found encrusted in public and private 
urban spaces altering physical structures.  Artistic manifestations 
that intervene in the architecture and in specific sites in the form 
of graffiti, panels, lighting displays and projections create new 
forms of significance that coexist with the previous ones in lay-
ers of information that stimulate the perception and cognition of 
the observer. Ambiguities result from the insertion of media in the 
midst of other forms already present in the city. However, these 
artistic interventions amplify the concept of the city making these 
spaces platforms for cultural intermediation and the sharing of 
activity. One characteristic of these interventions is that they 
increase the communication potentials of the city as visual sur-
faces, reducing the difference between public and private space 
through processes that promote reflection about the city itself. 

In this context, the city can be treated as a communication system 
to be perceived and interpreted. According to Leite:

The problem in interpreting the contemporary city is due to the 
increase in the rapidity of construction and symbolic exchanges, 
where it appears that everything can be communicated, or is a 
communication, translation or representation of reality. At a time 
when we find a ‘hyperinflation of signs and a multiplication of 
communicative subjects’ (Canevacci), it becomes necessary to 
choose certain indicators or, as Ferrara suggests, use a single 

dominant indicator to make our interpretations. (Leite 2005)

In the middle of images and visual stimuli focused on consump-
tion, artistic urban interventions act as a counterpoint. They be-
come part of the complex urban landscape as ephemeral actions 
capable of proposing new meanings, representations and narra-
tives, of taking the individual away from his or her daily actions, 
stimulating his or her awareness.

Cities are permeated by visual manifestations. Since the dawn 
of antiquity, architectural surfaces have served as backdrops for 
adornment, images and texts, a medium that summons a variety 
of feelings and meanings.  In the industrial age, posters, lighting 
displays and billboards, used in the most part for advertising, 
were fixed to architectural surfaces as visual manifestations. In 
the present day, the scope of activity has broadened to include 
electronic-digital alternatives along with analog manifestations 
such as graffiti, stencils, and stickers, among other things.  

As Ferrara (2008) points out, the city is a medium that has media, 
and also provides a form of intermediation, given that its materi-
ality provides the support necessary for the most diverse forms 
of media, which are capable of establishing communicative pro-
cesses that can be interpreted by its users through its intermedia-
tion. In this sense, the city is dynamic and changeable, since as a 
medium, the city’s surfaces behave like a skin that it dresses up 
in a manner that reflects the times that it exists in and as well as 
its culture. In terms of media, the city propagates itself through im-
ages, which supported by the city in its role as a medium, enable it 
to reinvent itself, establishing new forms of language, new mean-
ings and as well as new and constant interpretations of it through 
its own intermediation.

Between superimpositions, juxtapositions, and substitutions, 
the surfaces of the city are configured as places for intermedia-
tion through communication on a local scale as well as on a global 
scale, given that artistic spaces are reproduced and disseminated 
throughout the world through the exchange of images, videos and 
mapping offered by digital equipment, mobile applications and the 
internet. The artist’s discourse is permeated by a series of choices 
between the public and the ephemeral, and deals with shared 
spaces that articulate themselves through conceptions that are 
not only aesthetic and social, but also commercial and political. 

If, in the beginning, urban graffiti was associated with marginal 
rather than institutional content, by the 1980s it already was 
causing repercussions on the artistic circuit of galleries and bi-
ennials. According to Moreira:
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Graffiti began to appear in Brazil during the military dictatorship. 
In reaction to manifestations of order, short phrases appeared. 
Expressions such as “Down with the dictatorship”, “Hendrix Man-
drake Mandrix” (by Walter Silveira) and “Cão Fila km22” marked 
the walls of the city during the 1970s. By the end of that dec-
ade and in the beginning of the 1980s, some names that today 
are famous began to attract attention in São Paulo. Alex Vallauri, 
whose classic adopted symbol was a woman’s boot, used this 
simple stamp as a strategy to make his work easily recogniz-
able. (Moreira 2010: 50)

The artist Alexandre Orion has used the city of São Paulo as com-
municative visual surfaces, sometimes inserting new attributes 
and meanings, and at other times making new images appear 
by removing the excess of information present. An example of 
this is the “Ossario Project”, 2006, in which the artist, in select-
ing soot covered areas to be cleaned, created the image of a se-
quence of skulls, which also served as the visual pattern for the 
Max Feffer tunnel, offering a metalanguage in which his art criti-
cizes the pollution being caused by the cars that pass through it.  
 
Another work by the same artist is entitled “Metabiótica”, 
2002, and envisions a ‘duel between photography and art’, 
since urban surfaces were chosen as ‘intermediary’ mate-
rials between the expression resulting from the dialogue 
proposed between paintings and façades, and later by the 
photographs extracted from these contexts and exhibited 
in exhibition spaces, which establish an extension of the 
same meaning that was proposed in their place of origin.  
  
In this example, the visual condition of the surface manifested 
by the intermediary supports and façades of buildings accentu-
ates the communicational multiplicity of the city as a medium 
and as a message fulfilling its potential as a mediator between 
visual images that are hybridized in urban materiality through 
images and the collective imagination. 

The duo 6EMEIA seeks to construct a new look of the city by 
painting graffiti on manhole covers, sidewalks, and fuse boxes. 
One of its hallmarks is humor, produced, for example, by the 
“dislocation” of everyday objects on surfaces or objects that are 
similar in appearance, as “Relógio/Watch”, 2011, a graffiti of a 
watch on a manhole cover; “Armário/Closet”, 2011, a graffiti of a 
closet on a fuse box, or “Biscoito Oreo/Oreo Cookie”, 2011, graffiti 
of a cookie on a manhole cover. 

The superimposition of layers of communication has constantly 
reconfigured the city of São Paulo. The city, like other megalopo-
lises, reflects intensely the social and economic consequences 
of globalization. Ferrara (2002: 21) reflects that ‘the constitu-
tion of the place depends on a reaction. A response to the global 
plan of urban characterization.’ Artistic interventions in the city 
reconfigure “places” and their meanings. They conjure up imagi-
native images that reflect the waves of reorganization of urban 
space. 

“Hotel”, by Carmela Gross, a lighting display that was installed on 
the side of the Biennial Building of São Paulo during the 2002 ex-
hibition, becomes part of the urban landscape as an advertise-
ment that appears on the façade on a scale that can be viewed 
close up or from a distance. The word, understood in every lan-
guage, stimulates thoughts of an imaginary place, a temporary 
shelter, a space that one passes through. This work creates a fis-
sure in the original meaning of the exhibition of which it is a part, 
and conducts a critical dialogue with this exhibition. Through it, 
the exhibition and its works are dislocated from their original 
context and instead appear to be located in a transitory, imper-
sonal place. 

“Arte/Cidade”, an urban intervention project carried out between 
1994 and 2002, sought out abandoned urban spaces or paths 
of demolition done to make way for new directions and alterna-
tives for the city. In its fourth edition, “Arte/Cidade Zona Leste” 
in 2002, Carmela Gross presented the installation “EU SOU (I 
AM) DOLORES”. A metallic structure, 2.1 meters high and 24.95 
meters long, displaying fluorescent lamps, formed this phrase, 
cutting the interior and exterior of one floor of the SESC Belen-
zinho exhibition hall where it was on display. The word “EU(I)” 
was exhibited on the external wall as if it were an advertisement 
opening up to be read at a distance. This is a feminine phrase, 
a personal phrase. Pregnant with meaning it is thrust out on 
the city on a large scale, provoking an extension of the private 
sphere into the public sphere. In an urban context, the cut in the 
wall dialogues with the tearing of the urban fabric that has oc-
curred due to the restructuring of this part of the city, giving it a 
particular and intimate identity. 

 “Tramazul”, 2011, by Regina Silveira, an intervention project 
for the four façades of the Museum of Art of São Paulo, is ap-
plied with vinyl adhesive over the windows of the façades. The 
image of a blue sky with clouds, virtually “stitched” in needle-
point, forms a blue weaving that dialogues with the sky itself 
in terms of continuity, reflections and glare. At a distance, one 
sees something that doesn’t jibe with what someone sees when 
he or she gets close. This and other ambiguities give it a rigid 
ephemeral aspect, suggesting the possibilities of dialogues with 
the architecture, the place, and the people seeing the work dis-
played. It induces a rupture with customary passing looks and 
proposes perceptive challenges. These, in turn are related to the 
individual, the place and the city.  

Integrated into the urban landscape as non advertising and site 
specific visual surfaces, these interventions activate senses 
and perceptions related to the local and urban context, but also 
to meanings a place can obtain, contain and disclose. Other pos-
sibilities open up through technological interventions created 
directly on building façades in a dialogue with the building’s ar-
chitecture and its history. These initiatives have begun to appear 
giving a new perspective that adds further layers of technology 
to the infrastructure of the city in order to make possible new 
forms of interpretation and representation.  
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An example is the videomapping intervention coordinated by 
Visualfarm, of Alexis Anastasiou, on Augusta Street: the “Video 
Guerrilla project”, 2010. It aims to redesign a multiple and dy-
namic place in the city, changing its landscape, proposing sev-
eral simultaneous interventions, including the possibility of 
open participation to anyone. In this project, the contemporary 
art opens for inclusion in the urban scale, since it allows the re-
configuration of this part of the city by a citizen who can be both 
an observer and an actor in this transformation. These initiatives 
demonstrate that the contemporary art role has in the city its 
most important commitment, as it allows the critical and partici-
patory construction of an open and communicative city mediat-
ed by artistic interventions on its surfaces in order to bring new 
possibilities of interpretation and representation.

Urban interventions more than media insertions establish medi-
ating situations between a city and its inhabitants, between its 
formal plan and its derivative appropriations that with a combi-
nation of freedom of expression and creativity propel the driving 
force of its constant process of reinvention. In this way, art plays 
its role as a message that conveys new visions and virtualities 
created by the city’s skin. 

 (...) as far as intermediation is concerned, the city is not marked 
by the images that symbolize it, but rather by itself through its 
actions and behaviors, that pragmatically characterize it and 
through its intermediation reveal the city’s nature in the great 
collective experience that is given to man to discover and live. 
(Ferrara 2008: 52)

The current article has presented artistic urban interventions 
understanding them as visual surfaces able to change the ‘imag-
es of the city’, the perception of its inhabitants and to stimulate 
new uses and meanings for contemporary city spaces through 
their streets, walls and façades. 
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