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Evan Roth is an American artist based in Paris who visualizes, subverts and archives 
transient and often unseen moments in public space, popular culture and the Internet. 
He applies a hacker philosophy to an art practice that often involves technology, humor 
and activism. His notable pieces include L.A.S.E.R. Tag and LED Throwies (Graffiti 
Research Lab), White Glove Tracking, EyeWriter, Graffiti Analysis and a collabora-
tion with Jay-Z on the first open source rap video. Roth’s work is in the permanent 
collection of the Museum of Modern Art NYC and has been exhibited widely in the 
Americas, Europe and Asia, including the Centre Pompidou, the Kunsthalle Wien, the 
Tate, the Fondation Cartier and the front page of Youtube. Roth has received numerous 
awards for his work, including the Golden Nica from Prix Ars Electronica, Rhizome/
The New Museum commissions, the Future Everything Award, the inaugural Trans-
mediale Open Web Award, the Design Museum London’s Designs of the Year and the 
Smithsonian’s Cooper-Hewitt National Design Award.

Roth is co-founder of the Graffiti Research Lab and the Free Art & Technology Lab 
(F.A.T. Lab), a web based, open source research and development lab. Roth and his 
work have been featured in multiple outlets, including NPR, the New York Times, Lib-
eration, Time magazine, CNN, the Guardian, ABC News, Esquire and Juxtapoz.

To find Roth’s work online, just google “bad ass mother fucker”.
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C’est graff docteur ?
Evan Roth, hacker et artiste américain, développe des applications qui retranscrivent le

geste du tagueur.

Par MARIE LECHNER

«Ce  que  je  préfère  dans  le  graffiti,  c’est  le  tag.  C’est  la  forme  la  plus  pure  de  graffiti,  la  plus
abondante, mais aussi la plus mal aimée», dit l’artiste hacker américain, Evan Roth qui se passionne
pour  ces  calligraphies,  signatures  express  griffonnées  sur  les  murs.  Et  plus  précisément  pour  ce
qu’on ne voit pas, c’est-à-dire le geste furtif du tagueur qu’il s’est mis en tête de capturer.

Lui-même  n’est  pas  un  pro  de  la  bombe  comme  il  l’admet  volontiers.  En  revanche,  il  manie
habilement le code informatique. Après des études d’architecture, suivi d’une thèse sur «Graffiti et
Technologie» à Parsons, l’école new-yorkaise de design, il  cofonde le Graffiti  Research Lab, qui va
renouveler cet  art  urbain  en l’hybridant avec  les  technologies «pour  faire  des  graff  toujours  plus
hauts,  toujours  plus  grands».  Parmi  ses  inventions,  les  Throwies,  loupiotes  LED  couplées  à  des
aimants et des piles qu’on jette et qui se collent sur le mobilier urbain, ou le Laser Tag qui permet
des graffitis monumentaux au laser dans l’espace public.

Evan  Roth  développe  la  première  version  de  Graffiti  Analysis  son  analyseur  de  mouvements,  en
2004. Il repère des tags familiers (Hell, Avone, Jesus Saves et Katsu) sur ses trajets et demande aux
quatre graffeurs de reproduire leur signature avec un marqueur surmonté d’une lumière, traquée par
une caméra.

Un logiciel  de son cru récupère, analyse et enregistre les données de mouvement, archivées dans
une base de données 000000book.com, libre et ouverte à tous. Les graffeurs sont invités à partager
leur  style  manuel,  ce  qu’ont  déjà  fait  plusieurs  stars  comme Seen,  Twist,  Amaze et  Jonone.  Une
application  iPhone  permet  également  de  tracer  au  doigt  son  propre  tag  puis  de  l’envoyer  dans
l’archive qui compte 10 000 animations en 3D.

Tous les tags créés avec le logiciel sont sauvegardés dans un nouveau standard (le graffiti markup
language) compatible avec d’autres applications qu’Evan a aidé à développer. Ainsi d’Eye Writer, un
dispositif bon marché et open source, qui permet littéralement d’écrire avec les yeux, développé pour
TemptOne,  graffiti  artist  atteint  d’une sclérose  latérale  amyotrophique qui  le  laisse  complètement
paralysé sauf au niveau des yeux. Grâce à Eye Writer, lauréat du prix Ars electronica cette année, il a
pu se remettre à taguer la ville depuis son lit d’hôpital.

Les développeurs sont quant à eux invités à créer de nouvelles applications et visualisations de ces
mouvements. L’artiste Golan Levin a utilisé ces données pour faire dessiner ces tags par des robots
industriels et Benjamin Gaulon par son Printball, robot armé d’un fusil de paintball qui mitraille les
lettres sur les murs. «Mon objectif  est de réunir deux communautés qui, chacune à leur manière,
hackent le système, que ce soit dans le code ou le paysage urbain», explique Evan Roth.

Il espère aussi renouveler le tag en proposant des formes inattendues «afin que les gens puissent
apprécier  la  beauté  de  ces  calligraphies  avec  un  œil  neuf».  A  la  Kunsthalle  de  Vienne,  il  vient
d’exposer une sculpture 3D d’un tag capturé sur le vif et matérialisé avec une imprimante 3D. «Une
manière  de  faire  entrer  clandestinement  ces  tags  illégaux  dans  le  musée.»  Après  la  version  2.0
présentée à la fondation Cartier en 2009, Evan Roth, installé depuis à Paris, propose ce samedi, pour
la clôture du festival Les grandes traversées à Bordeaux, une version 3.0, avec des tags projetés qui
s’écrivent sur les murs entourés d’un nuage de particules pulsant en fonction des sons environnants

C’est graff docteur ? http://www.liberation.fr/medias/0109646183-c-est-graff-docteur
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et de la structure des bâtiments .
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High-Tech Graffiti: Spray Paint Is So 20th Century
By GEETA DAYAL

NEW YORK CITY may have given birth to modern-day graffiti art, but how is it keeping up
with the times?

Graffiti in its traditional form — involving aerosol cans of spray paint and an inviting flat
surface — still dominates on the streets. But online things are evolving quickly.

Techniques are debated in forums, and photos of tags, or signatures, are constantly
uploaded and swapped on popular photo-sharing Web sites like flickr.com. Sites like
Wooster Collective (woostercollective.com) function as digital galleries and as
clearinghouses for street art on an international level.

Now New York has its own center for the study of graffiti technology. The nascent Graffiti
Research Lab is masterminded by two tech-minded artists, Evan Roth and James Powderly,
and run from the Eyebeam gallery in Chelsea, a nonprofit arts and technology center where
both men are fellows.

The purpose of the project is to rethink how people make and look at graffiti and street art,
not by making the stuff but by developing tools that graffiti writers could potentially use.
"I'm not a graffiti writer," Mr. Powderly, 29, said. "I like to say I'm a graffiti engineer."

Using their odd combination of training — Mr. Powderly's background is in aerospace
robotics and NASA-financed Mars missions; Mr. Roth's is in coding, architecture and Web
design — they develop new methods of self-expression. These include, so far, a panoply of
digital projection techniques, L.E.D.-driven light art and specially written computer
programs.

"As more and more people learn to program at a younger age, and computers get cheaper,
graffiti is eventually going to have these technological elements as a part of it," Mr. Roth
said.

Mr. Roth, 28, is a wunderkind in his tiny but thriving world. A valedictorian of the Parsons
School of Design's graduate program in design and technology, he developed a thesis
project called Graffiti Analysis, which used sophisti- cated motion-tracking techniques and
custom-written code to analyze and record a graffiti writer's hand movement over time.
Working with several graffiti writers, Mr. Roth created a series of striking digital
projections of graffiti being "written" at night on various New York buildings. No physical
mark is left on the building by this ghostly process, but it looks shockingly real while it's
happening.

In a related project, Graffiti Taxonomy, Mr. Roth photographed hundreds of graffiti tags on



the Lower East Side, and created detailed typographic charts of various letters of the
alphabet based on the visual data he collected.

A flurry of New York-based graduate thesis projects in recent years have explored new
forms of technology-oriented graffiti, including John Geraci's Grafedia, a method of
creating hyperlinked graffiti on city streets, and Joshua Kinberg's Bikes Against Bush,
which uses text messaging and a custom-built dot-matrix printer connected to a bicycle to
print giant chalk letters on the sidewalk.

So far the Graffiti Research Lab's activities include the Electro-Graf, a simple method of
using magnetic and conductive paint to embed L.E.D. electronics inside a graffiti piece,
surrounding the graffiti with a halo of brilliant light; L.E.D. "throwies," tiny and colorful
battery-powered lights attached to magnets, designed to be thrown onto urban surfaces;
the Night Writer, an inexpensive device of the kind MacGyver might have used that posts
foot-tall messages in glowing L.E.D. lights on metallic surfaces in a single fluid motion; and
Jesus 2.0, a recent light sculpture collaboration with the street artist Mark Jenkins of
Washington. The lab is also working to refine various digital projection ideas that Mr. Roth
explored in his Graffiti Analysis project.

The Graffiti Research Lab's values follow the idea-sharing philosophy of the open source
movement: Mr. Roth and Mr. Powderly provide free and detailed online documentation on
their Web site (graffitiresearchlab.com) so that anyone can follow — and replicate — their
work. Mr. Roth also teaches a popular class at Parsons entitled "Geek Graffiti."

Mr. Roth realizes that eager companies may co-opt the lab's work, although he is strongly
anticommercial. "Marketing people went crazy over the project," he said of Graffiti
Analysis, "because it's cool and it's big and it's projected in public. They look at Graffiti
Analysis and see their company's image inserted in there."

The projects are intentionally designed to be cheap, user-friendly and not illegal. "The kind
of stuff I've been doing is intentionally geared to a wider audience," Mr. Roth said. "One of
the goals with the Graffiti Research Lab is to try to remove some of the negative
connotations that graffiti has. It's an easier pitch to sell to Mom and Dad than getting
arrested every night."

A former collaborator on Graffiti Analysis, the graffiti writer Avone, was recently arrested
while tagging in Williamsburg, Brooklyn. "These people are taking a lot more risks than we
are," Mr. Roth said.

Mr. Roth's interest in studying graffiti and street art blossomed after he moved to New
York from Los Angeles. A turning point, he said, was seeing the classic documentary "Style
Wars," which immortalized the 1980's face-off between the Metropolitan Transportation
Authority and graffiti writers. "They were hacking the subway to transport these huge art
pieces from borough to borough," Mr. Roth said of the artists. "That movie makes graffiti
feel like such a movement."

Studying New York's graffiti soon became his preoccupation. "I did get totally obsessed
with it," he said, "to the point where I couldn't walk down the street and have conversations
with people without having my gaze sidetracked by a tag. I wouldn't leave the house
without a camera."



Graffiti and other forms of street art are gaining recognition in major New York museums.
The Museum of Modern Art recently acquired three oversize woodcuts and linoleum cuts
by the current street art sensation Swoon; the pieces are being shown as part of the
exhibition "Since 2000: Printmaking Now," now on view. On Friday the Brooklyn Museum
is to open "Graffiti," a major exhibition of large-scale graffiti paintings that includes works
by 80's trailblazers like Lady Pink (Sandra Fabara) and NOC 167 (Melvin Samuels Jr.).

The M.T.A. recently proposed a $25 million plan to combat acid-based window etchings,
also called scratchiti, on subway cars. The agency is also considering the use of surveillance
cameras to track down graffiti writers.

"There's a strong crackdown, and gentrification changes the streets," said Marc Schiller, the
founder of Wooster Collective. "But it's a great time to be creative in general. Creativity is
so accessible now. On the street and off, on the Web, the barriers to being creative have
never been lower."

Copyright 2006 The New York Times Company

Privacy Policy  Search  Corrections  XML  Help  Contact Us  Work for Us  Site Map

 



 

August 12, 2007

URBAN TACTICS

The Writing’s on the Wall. (The Writing’s Off the
Wall.)
By JOSHUA YAFFA

A FEW minutes into the opening reception for an exhibit on the intersection of design and
technology at the Chelsea Art Museum, one of the pieces caught fire. The installation, called
“Saws,” accidentally ignited when one of the work’s three chainsaws became caught on a
stripped extension cord that dangled over a metal sheet on the floor.

Propelled by smoke and dust, the crowd emptied out onto West 22nd Street, where they
were met with another curious sight. An oversize tricycle was rounding the corner, weighed
down with a video camera, a laptop computer, a digital projector and, attached to its frame
with bungee cords, two loudspeakers playing “Doobie Ashtray” by the Houston rapper
Devin the Dude.

The cyclist was a 30-year-old robotics engineer named James Powderly, who, among other
projects, once helped develop a remote-controlled arm for NASA’s Mars rover program.
Alongside the cycle walked Evan Roth, a 28-year-old artist whose graduate thesis at
Parsons the New School for Design analyzed graffiti tags as a source of mathematical data.

In the fall of 2005, the two formed an entity called the Graffiti Research Lab, a nonprofit
design studio with the mission of producing tools for urban communication. The cycle is
their latest invention, and its appearance in Chelsea was its official New York debut.

As Mr. Powderly neared the museum’s entrance, he jumped off the cycle and pointed it
toward a bare stretch on a garage door across the street. Mr. Roth pulled a laser pointer
from his pocket, and as he moved the laser’s green dot across the wall, a line of what looked
like thick, drippy paint lit up its surface, roughly following the motion of his hand.

But what seemed like an illegal tag was in fact a projection, an ephemeral splash of digital
graffiti that would vanish with a flick of a switch on the cycle’s gas-powered generator.

“You want to try?” Mr. Roth asked the growing crowd behind him. He handed the laser
pointer to a young woman standing nearby. She nodded, hesitant but curious.

The cycle is designed to be an accessible, almost playful simulacrum of street tagging,
giving passers-by a whiff of the thrill of posting a message in places they’re not supposed to.
It is what its creators call a gateway graffiti experience. The idea is to put the tools for
unfiltered, unsanctioned public expression in the hands of those who might otherwise shy
away from grabbing a spray can or a paint marker.

By night’s end, several dozen people had used the laser to scribble personal messages,
squealing with amazement each time the projected beam of light appeared on the wall.
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The first request to use the bike came a week later from Critical Mass, the bicycle activist
group, which wanted to use the device for one of its rides through Brooklyn. On a Friday
night in spring, Mr. Powderly found himself pedaling the hulking cycle across the
Williamsburg Bridge and onto South Fifth Street, to the Williamsburg park where the
biking group starts its monthly ride.

Joining the crowd of cyclists, Mr. Powderly followed them as they moved through the
honking streets of Brooklyn. In search of a spot to project their graffiti, they settled on the
handball courts of McCarren Park in Greenpoint.

Mr. Powderly positioned the cycle to face the court’s gray concrete wall. Within a few
minutes, someone had drawn a detailed sketch of a bicycle, and another person had traced
an outline of an American flag.

“These people really get it,” Mr. Powderly said. “It’s not just about getting a message up —
there are plenty of ways to do that. This is really about getting a community together.”

In the months since, Mr. Powderly and Mr. Roth have used the tricycle to write graffiti for a
hip-hop music video and handed it over for a night to an organization that is calling for the
impeachment of Vice President Dick Cheney.

They have also gone out with people from the New York graffiti collective All City Crew,
several of whose members have been arrested in recent months on charges of criminal
trespassing and vandalism. Last Sunday, Mr. Powderly and Mr. Roth took the cycle to the
Brooklyn Bridge, where 2esae, a member of All City Crew who is facing trial in the fall, used
the laser to write on the base of the bridge for several hours.

Many of the cycle’s projecting missions are documented in videos posted on the Graffiti
Research Lab Web site. At the end of the video from the Critical Mass ride, a typed message
flashes brightly across the screen.

“Do you need to say something really big and really loud?” it asks in bold, all-capital
letters. “Then borrow my bike.”
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