
 1 

 

BRISMES Annual Conference 2012 

Revolution and Revolt: Understanding the Forms and Causes of Change 

26-28 March 2012, London School of Economics and Political Science 

“PAINTING THE REVOLUTION” 

An analysis of the graffiti movement in post-revolutionary Egypt 

Daniele Bolazzi, King’s College London 

 

   Art has always been one of the most powerful means of communication utilized by 

human beings for expressing their feelings, desires, dreams, and concerns. It 

possesses an inner force, a force that has allowed artists all over the world to raise and 

spread awareness among people of different societies and also to criticize rulers and 

regimes. In this regard, graffiti is a paradigmatic case. Due to its status of borderline 

art, its ability to speak the language of the street, and, above all, due to its iconoclastic 

nature, since its first appearance on the social arena, graffiti has always represented an 

important channel and opportunity for the unheard voices of society to express their 

claims. 

 

    According to the intrinsic features of this form of art, an analysis of the street art of 

Cairo may represent a useful way to observe the Egyptian revolution from a different 

perspective and in so doing trying to achieve, not only, a deeper understanding of its 

social effects upon the Egyptian society, but also to discover the cluster of meanings, 

symbols, and ideas brought by the revolution. Therefore, aim of this article, which is 

the result of a preliminary study on this topic, is to highlight, through an analysis of 

this artistic movement, the main features of the new common imaginary of Egypt. I 

believe, in fact, that the main purpose of every revolution should consist in shaping 
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and spreading a new common imaginary; otherwise things will remain as they were 

before the revolution. 

 

    Graffiti is not something totally new for Egypt. The walls of Cairo have been the 

canvas of street artists long before the 25
th

 of January 2011. Nonetheless, it is in the 

post-revolutionary period that street art has acquired a political and social dimension 

becoming one of the many faces of the Arab Spring in Egypt. I am not, in fact, 

interested in studying the Egyptian graffiti as phenomenon in itself, but as part of a 

wider context and the social role that it has been playing in the course of the Egyptian 

revolution.     

 

  One of the main aspects, which came up as soon as I have started my study 

concerning the street art in Egypt, is that graffiti has not been perceived simply as a 

new form of expression, but, and above all, as a new form of freedom of expression. 

During the Mubarak’s regime, in fact, all media were kept constantly under a severe 

control from the organs of the government. The shadow of censorship was a political 

burden that prevented Egyptians from enjoying their right of freedom of speech. 

Freedom that even in the post-revolutionary Egypt is still far from being completely 

implemented. Therefore, graffiti represents an anarchic light that goes through the 

shadow of censorship. In this regard, it is worth mentioning the fact that, so far, the 

only result obtained by the supporters of Military Council in their attempt to thwart 

the spreading of graffiti and their social message has been to reinforce this artistic 

movement. As an example, every time that a piece of graffiti is erased, the “new wall” 

turns in to a new blank space that street artists use to paint again their ideas in an even 

more powerful way. 
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  Along with this aspect, it is also extremely important to underline the metaphoric 

meaning adopted by the street art. The different places where graffiti have been 

painted may be viewed as an extension of Tahrir Square. In fact, if Tahrir Square 

represents the heart of the revolution and also symbolizes for Egyptians the retrieval 

of their own public spaces, the work of street artists could be seen as an attempt to 

extend this retrieval to the rest of Egyptian streets.  

 

  Another reason that makes an analytical research of the graffiti movement of Egypt 

worth being carried out is based on its values of historical account. The “narrative” of 

street art, in fact, may highlight those aspects of the revolution that Egyptian citizens, 

or part of them, consider the most relevant. In this regard it would be interesting to 

see what are the main themes covered by the Egyptian street artists. The list of 

subjects is too long to be completely covered here. Walking around the streets of 

Cairo, in fact, it is possible to observe a wide range of graffiti whose status varies 

from purely aesthetic to those which carry a strong political message. Although this 

variety of subjects, I have focused my analysis mainly upon two themes: the 

commemoration of the martyrs of the revolution and the complaints addressed 

towards the military council. 

 

  In order to make my presentation more effective I show you some examples of 

graffiti painted on the streets of Cairo. The following pictures, have been gently 

provided by the creator of the blog “suzeeinthecity”: 
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1) The first picture is part of a broader project called “The Martyr’s Mural 

Project” whose goal is to commemorate every single martyr of the Egyptian 

revolution. In this case we see the portrait of Islam Raafat, one of the youngest 

martyrs of the revolution. He was in fact only eighteen years old when he was 

killed during the protests in Tahrir Square. 

2) In this second picture we can see the portrait of Mina Daniel who died during 

the massacre of Maspero. This graffiti is of particular importance since Mina 

Daniel has become one of the symbols of the revolution and his name is now 

well known by the majority of Egyptians. 

3) “We are all Khaled Said” this is one of the most popular slogans of the 

revolution. Khaled Said was a young Egyptian killed by the police in 

Alexandria in 2010. His death has become a powerful emblem of the brutality 

of the state and it is also considered as one of the most important catalysts of 

the Egyptian revolution. 

4) This graffiti has been painted in order to commemorate the recent tragic 

episode of Port Said where many people died during a football match. In this 

graffiti it is interesting to note how the author has drawn his inspiration from 

the motif of ancient Egypt in order to depict the grievous events of Port Said. 

5) In the following three slides are shown some graffiti whose symbolic value 

lies between the need to pay homage to the victims of the revolution and the 

will to expose the crimes committed by the Military Council. In particular 

these graffiti refer to those people who have lost one or both eyes during the 

upheaval in Tahrir Square, and to those women who have been subjected to 

the virginity test. 
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6) The next graffiti, trough a strong visual impact, bring the criticism to the 

SCAF to its utmost level. In these cases, as we can see, the Military Council 

has been depicted by the street artists as a killer of the new generation, as a 

monster who devours with voracity the guts of Egyptians, and as a vampire.  

7) This graffiti, titled “Tank vs. Bike”, is of particular importance since a group 

of supporters of the Military Council, called “The Badr Battalion”, has 

accused authors of this graffiti to be anti-nationalist and that through their 

works they damage the imagine of the country and also give a negative 

contribute for the development of post-revolutionary Egypt.  

8) Finally, this is an extremely emblematic graffiti representing Mubarak and 

Tantawi as two sides of the same regime. According to a wide majority of 

Egyptians, in fact, the transition of the political power from the former 

president of Egypt to the hands of the Military Council has not represented the 

end of the revolution. We may say that this transition has implied a change of 

the actors, but, at the end of the day, the play has remained the same.  

   

 

 These examples that have been shown clearly underline that the force of graffiti lies 

on their symbolic dimension. Their effectiveness depends on the ability of the artist to 

summarize certain key concepts and meanings and spread them among their fellow 

citizens. The language of graffiti, therefore, is essentially iconic and for this reason 

the cluster of messages and ideas brought by them can be easily understood and 

adopted by the rest of the population. It is widely recognized that a symbolic imagine 

has a deeper and stronger impact upon the conscience of men and women than other 

forms of communication. Moreover, the importance of the social role played by the 
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street art in Egypt during this last year is testified by the growing number of blogs, 

articles, and scholarships that have been dealing with this artistic and social 

phenomenon.   

 

   Finally let me conclude my presentation quoting few words carved on the main 

entrance of the Teatro Massimo of Palermo, one of the biggest opera houses in 

Europe: “Art renews peoples and reveals them the meaning of Life, the delight of Art 

in itself is vain if it does not aim to prepare the future.” 

 


