it the Wall

s it art? Vandalism? Advertising? Brandalism? For the buzz-generating
graffiti stuntman Dan Bergeron—a.k.a. Fauxreel—the distinctions
don’t matter. He's just glad he made you look By Carl Wilson

THE ARTIST-CRIMINAL i5 high in mid-air,
strapped into a harness in the bucket of
a Genie mini-crane lift. He's mounting a
ao-foot-tall photographic portrait of a girl
named Joan Brideau onto a red brick wall
of the Regent Park housing complex. In
the heat-lamp swelter of the afternoon,
he glues snaky strips of black-and-white
printed paper side by side, slowly piecing
together a super-sized jigsaw puzzle of a
teenaged giantess.

Down in the grass nearby, rolls of cut-
out paper labelled “pink stripe right leg”
and “pink stripe left 21.5 x 202" lie waiting
their turn. It comes as a revelation to see
the secret techniques of one of Toronto's
leading magicians of the streets, Dan
Bergeron, also known by the apt illusion-
ist’s pseudonym, Fauxreel.

Joan is one of 1 Regent Park residents
Bergeron has photographed and given the
Mount Rushmore treatment as part of a
commission for the Luminato culture fes-
tival. The portraits literally humanize the
city's oldest subsidized-housing project,
shouting a loud “we are here” from Regent
Parkers to a city that will soon raze their
community, supposedly in order to save it.

Such civie spirit and industry isn't what
you might expect from a guy who made his
name illegally plastering images on public
and private property, a pursuit usually as-
sociated with delinguent teenagers or riled
anarchists, But the 32-year-old Bergeron
has spent several years making photo-
graphic apparitions pop up inexplicably
in places vou might otherwise pass with-
out a second look. Fauxreel's work has ap-
peared not only in Toronto, but in London,
New York, Vancouver and Montreal, not to
mention on the many Weh sites frequented
by connoisseurs of the burgeoning global
street art movement, in which he’s among
a handful of Canadian up-and-comers.
Street art is the next evolutionary stepafter
graffiti in creative vandalism, perceived by
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area business improvement associations as
a nuisance, by anti-market activists as pro-
test, and by art dealers and trend-spotters
as a hot new commaodity. Bergeron likes
to straddle those categories, even though
many of his fans—and there are more than
vou might imagine—want to know which
sicle he's on.

One of his more audacious stunts, in Au-
zust 2006, was to stick his photo of rapper
and George W. Bush critic Kanye West onto
a billhoard at Dundas and Bloor that hap-
pened to feature the ULS. president, adding
the words “Isn’'t Kanve an A-Rab name?” A
vear later, he hijacked a billboard near the
Oueen Street mental health centre, offering
a phone number to call for a "quick loboto-
my.”" More often, though, a Fauxreel piece
will take a figure Bergeron has shot with
his Hasselblad camera and situate it, life-
sized, in a witty trompe l'oeil: a worker on
a ladder appears to be measuring the very
wall he's stuck to; a woman sits on a ledge,
her feet dangling over the sidewalk. His lat-
est, most conspicuous stealth mission has
peopled the streetseape with shabby-chie
vouth whose heads have been replaced
with scooter headlights and handlebars—
automotive-age chimeras mixing Greek
myth and La Dolee Fita, hanging out at in-
tersections like street gangs.

Like many of his early role models,
who now sell prints for big dollars to cool-
hunting celebrities, Bergeron is learn-
ing that success can be murder on vour
street cred. Those scooter-faced crea-
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tures weren't just more feral children of
Fauxreel's whimsy: they were part of a
guerrilla promotional blitz for the launch
of the retro Vespa S, conceived by the
marketing agency Dentsu Canada. Viespa
also sent Bergeron on the road to plaster
Squarcheads (or Antlerheads, Scooter-
heads or Vespaheads, as they're variously
known) across the hoardings, boarded-up
windows, alleywayvs and underpasses of
Montreal, Calgary and Vancouver. “The
backdrops were spectacular,” enthuses
Dentsu creative director Glen Hunt. “In
one case, in Montreal, he put one on a dis-
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carded mattress on a sidewalk.”

Truth will out, though, and when it did,
people who initially admired the design
and even interpreted the work as anti-
consumerist satire were pissed. Some
Fauxreel fans felt he'd tainted his whole
hody of work. The Toronto Public Space
Committee and Rami Tabello of the blog

He carries

out most of his
“hits” in broad
daylight, acting
as though it’s
totally legit

illegalsigns.ca (a watchdog for
outdoor ads that violate city
regulations) decried the cam-
paign as another case of under-
handed corporate colonization
of the public consciousness.
Some unidentified purist even
emblazoned their own judg-
ment in blue spray paint overtop of a non-
Vespa Fauxreel piece under the railway
bridge at Queen and Dufferin: “§—50LD
OUT FOR REAL."

The affair stimulated the sort of debate
about art's meanings and boundaries that
many established artists would envy. Peo-
ple argued over whether advertising can
be manipulated to become an artistic me-
dium, and whether sponsorship might he
a contemporary kind of patronage. Some
called Bergeron a whore while others vehe-
mently defended his right to use his talenis
to pay the rent.

Larger than life: above, Bergeron pasted his own photo of rapper Kanye West
onto a billboard at Dundas and Bloor; left, a Regent Park resident turned celebrity

The maker in the middle, meanwhile, re-
sisted the temptation to speak up for him-
self—until now.

AS THUNDER CRACKS ouTsIDE the windows
of his spacious, handsomely renovated
studio on Queen West near Roncesvalles,
Dan Bergeron—in jeans, a black T-shirt
and one pair out of the large collection of
sneakers on display around the room—sits
down to explain himself. He has the long
Norman nose and close-cropped squared
skull of his mixed French-Lithuanian heri-
tage. What might be an intimidating face
is softened by liquid blue, basset hound
eves and a rambling, sporadically earnest
manner that makes him seem every bit
the erstwhile skater rat. Skateboarding
and hip hop, Bergeron's fixations growing
up around Jane and Bloor in the late *Sos
and early "oos, were what first inspired
him to look at the world as raw material to

be repurposed for his own designs, “OK,
that building over there is an office tower,
where people go to work from nine to five,”
he savs, “but after that I'm going to go and
skate that ledge, because I find it interest-
ing, though it’s not what it's meant for”

Where there are skaters and hip hop
there will also be graffiti, and the teenaged
Bergeron spent hours watching friends
practise taggring but didn’t have much skill
with a spray ean himself (or, for that matter,
with a pencil or paintbrush). Still, he ap-
preciated the bravado and the adrenaline
rush: “Its always more fun doing some-
thing vou're not supposed todo.”

[t was only when he returned to Toronto
after his film studies degree at Carleton
University that Bergeron got heavily into
photography, the first thing he'd found
since skateboarding that completely cap-
tured his attention, When he shot a series
of people dressed up in funny outfits hold-
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ing Pelican briefeases with the caption
“PEDESTRIAN," observers pointed out
that the work looked almost commercial,
which gave him the notion to blitz the out-
doors like an ad campaign. (Pedestrian
crossing signs were an ideal target.) And if
[ do billboards, too, he thought, people will
really get confused,

This diversion blossomed
into a vocation after a 2002 trip
to London, where Bergeron
digcovered an explosive mass
of artists bombing the city with
slencils, paintings, sculptures,
wheat-pasted posters and slo-
gans. It was a quantum leap
from the graffiti culture he knew
in Toronto, “There, it was logos
and images. [ thought, Some of
these guys are making fun of
corporations, some of them are
tryving to be their own corpora-
tions, and with some it's kind
of ironic, all tapping into the
whole thing that a logo is more
powerful than a name” In that
vein, American artist Shepard
Fairey spread far and wide his
posters of wrestler Andre the
Giant’s face, juxtaposed with
the injunction “Obey.” Fairey
became known by the under-
ground brand Obey Giant.

Bergeron's approach is closer to Fairey's
bursts of deliberate nonsense than to
the sharp anti-consumerist statements
that self-styled leftist “culture jammers”
made with their illicit “billboard libera-
tions™ in the "gos. New York painter Ron
English, for instance, altered Camel hill-
boards so that Joe Camel was seen saying
“"Hook any new kids today?” In Toronto,
skinny mocdels on bus shelter posters were
Magic Markered into ghastly zombies
with blacked-out mouths and eves. While
Bergeron’s work does, as he puts i, “com-
ment” on its physical and social contexts,
he 15 a grey-area guy, less an activist than
adealer in absurdism and the double-take,
His figures seem super-realistic, thanks to
careful lighting and contrast, even as they
are hung in impossible locations, “[ enjoy
that aspect of art,” he says. “If you can cap-
ture someone's attention where they're not
helieving exactly what's going on, I think
you're doing something right.”

Among the local artists with whom he
feels some camaraderie is Posterchild, who
mounted three-dimensional versions of
ohjects like question-marked cubes from
the Super Mario video game on telephone
poles and other public locales, After post-
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ing his methodology on the Internet, he
found his cubes copied around the world.
Bergeron also admires the work of Specter,
an ¢migré from Montreal's Kops grallit
crew, who drops stylized cardboard gates
and other installations around Toronto.
Yet Bergeron almost always works alone,
without even a friend on lookout. Having

Poster child: the British artist Banksy's work (above) now sells for
hundreds of thousands of dollars; Fauxreel’s controversial Vespahead
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put in his share of night shifts, he now car-
ries out most of his “hits™ in broad daylight,
simply dressing and acting as though what
he's doing is totally legit, He's never been
arrested or even hassled by police, though
he knocks wood when he says so.

It's Bergeron's use of photography that

stands out from the crowd, says Marc
Schiller, who with his wife, Sara, runs one
of the world's most popular street art Web
sites, the New York-based Wooster Collec-
tive. Aside from an artist named JR who
mounts enormous photo murals in Paris,
Bergeron's almost alone in basing his work
in photography. Until recently the tech-
nology would have been pro-
hibitively expensive. ( Bergeron
prepares the designs digitally
and has them run out in seg-
ments at regular print shops.)
Schiller adds that Bergeron is “a
consummate street artist in the
sense that he thinks about the
dynamic between things in the
city and his images. Whether
it's a billboard or a building, it's
how his work interacts with it.”

Bergeron's personal favou-
rites include that man on the
ladder—actually his Father,
Don, a lawyer but also a pas-
sionate handyvman whose sell-
sufficient wavs rubbed off on
his son—and the woman on the
ledge, who is his mother, Lilia,
an artistic soul who suffered
from bipolar disorder. After she
died in March 2007, Bergeron
decided that it was time to take
his career “to the next level.” He
contacted Dentsu with his portfolio in Jan-
uary at the suggestion of friends at the Oss-
ington Avenue design boutique Ministry of
the Interior. The timing was uncanny: Glen
Hunt intended to pitch the Scooterhead
coneept (based on the idea that a Vespa is
mostly a fashion the buyer wants to “wear™)
that very week, and he had everything
ready but the artist. Bergeron hesitated but
decided that if Vespa was going to rip off
Fauxreels style, he might as well benefit. He
fine-tuned the prototype design, staged the
photographs and pasted them up, working
eight-to-ten-hour shifts with Vespa's law-
yer's phone number in his pocket, He won't
say how much he was paid, but allows that
it was a significant raise after years of jug-
gling freelance photography for magazines
with odd jobs in construction,

Though Mare Schiller remains a Fan,
he believes Vespa took advantage of
Bergeron—Iless in appropriating his style
than by making him party to a deception
that was guaranteed to irk the very people
it was trying to reach. Schiller maintains
that the line between art and advertising
should be firm, and eriticizes Vespa for
putting ads “in places where ads don't go,
like in the alley by the skateboard park.”
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GRAFFITI DATES BACK TO THE CAVE paintings
at Lascaux and is found on the preserved
walls of ancient Pompeii. But street art's
recent surge in popularity has thrown the
field into an identity crisis. Thanks to the
Internet. masterpieces that once would
have been glimpsed by only a fortunate
few before they were washed away or dis-
mantled by authorities are hunted down
by fans, like birdwatchers tracking a rare
Arctic gull. They're put on permanent digi-
tal display, ereating a new breed of art star.
This spring in London, the Tate Modern
held an international street art exhibition
sponsored by Nissan that featured huge
pieces painted and pasted on its exterior
walls. In Europe and the U.S,, specialized
ealleries that sell sireet artists’ non-street
wares are doing brisk business: Paris auc-
tiom house Artcurial sold nearly 700,000
waorth at an auction in February, In Mont-
real, the graffiti-based LAutre Gallery put
that city's art establishment on notice by
shifting from sideshow to main attraction
at the prestigious Yves Laroche space.

The biggest name in the scene, and a
prominent influence on Bergeron, is the
British artist Banksy, known for his iconic
stencils of two policemen kissing or the
Queen as a chimpanzee, as well as for steal-
ing unnoticed mmto such places as the Brit-
15h Museam and the MoMA and mounting
his own pieces on the walls, He now sells
work for hundreds of thousands of dollars
to the likes of Brad Pitt and has been the
object of countless articles, ineluding what
must be the only full-length profile of an
anonymous individual ever to run in The
New Yorker.

The Vespa campaign is far from the first
time a corporation has tried to hiteh its for-
tunes tostreet art, The Bronx graffii collee-
tive Tats Cru, whose murals onece blanket-
ed New York subway cars, started taking
contracts from Coca-Cola and Reebok in
the ‘gos. In 2006, the Red Bull energy drink
company secretly sent a horde of spray-
ers and stencilers wilding in the streets
of Wuppertal, Germany, not to advertise
anyvthing but simply to boost its own cool
guotient, In recent yvears, graffiti-hased
campaigns for the Sony PSP and Axe body
spray have attracted retaliatory vandalism
(in Axe’s case, a complete paint blackout)
for their attempts at under-the-radar mar-
keting—or, as business writer Rob Walker
ealls it, “murketing.” Banksy himself or-
ranized a massive street artist festival this
vear in an abandoned train station tunnel
with the support of Eurostar.

While these corporate incursions get
muost of the flack, being embraced by art

institutions 15 arguably just as much a
compromise of the street art spirit: it takes
the art out of the public realm, sequesters
it in elite sanctuaries and domesticates it
with art-historical and sociological rheto-
ric. It's questionable, too, whether street
styvles really translate well when you de-
prive them of their spectacular context
and raw ephemerality and expect them to
communicate and unfold in a gallery or
private collection’s much slower time scale.
Do they work as art. or are they more like
souvenirs of street art? In a sense, adver-
tising is a better match: while street art is
often positioned as resisting the dominion
of marketing in public space, it does so with
marketing’s own devices, its bold iconogra-
phy and snappy slogans.

Sometimes street art can go too far in
that direction, almost becoming an ad for
the artist’s own reputation. Shepard Fairey
long ago licensed Obey Giant T-shirts and
belt buckles, and now runs his own mar-
keting firm in Los Angeles while also doing
gallery shows. The street art generation
brings to that flirtation a media-saturated
sensibility and ecan stumble into the gap
with a (Nike) swoosh. “People don’t realize
that a lot of these artists have managers,”
Bergeron sayvs, “Theyv're represented by
a gallery in the ULS., in the UK., maybe in
China. You don't see the stufl behind the
seenes, but don't be naive, With Banksy, it
yvou can't see there were ulterior motives to
what he was doing, vou've got to be blind.
You don't just all of a sudden start selling
paintings for a million pounds by luck.”

In the end, vou can't expect artists to go
on dodging patrol cars well into middle age
merely to satisfy armchair romantic fanta-
sies ol artistic independence, Several times
in our conversation, Bergeron cites such
madels as filmmakers Michel Gondry and
Spike Jonze, who create everything from
commercials to Hollvwood flms to music
videos and art projects, each side feeding
off the others. He considers this multifacet-
edness the new paradigm, in keeping with
the ways that people now have multiple
careers over a lifetime, and personal com-
puters permit us each, if we chooze, to be-
come our own mini-media empires. After
all, he's not a ghetto kid with a spray can,
but a university graduate with Photoshop
and a Hasselblad. While it gained cachet as
a voice for the voiceless, street art now acts
much like an alternative training system,
in keeping with 21st-century tendencies
toward entrepreneurialism and andience
interactivity. Bergeron feels his own Vespa
venture simply adds another dimension to
the faux-versus-real theme in his art: now

he can keep people guessing as to whether
future pieces are commercial or not.

It's one thing, though, for corporations
to horrow subcultural styles as they've
done since the dawn of mass media, and
for artists to play along for their own rea-
sons: ideas are leaky and can't be penned
in for long, even by their originators. It's
another for the suits to indulge in outlawry,
boosting youth rebellion into big-budget
“brandalism.” It's almost as if jeans com-
panies in the "70s hadn't just dressed their
ad campaigns up in rock jams and psyche-
delic swirls but hired dealers to loiter near
the Levi's store and sell tabs of acid. Theres
such a thing as too much authenticity.

On a larger level than law and order, as
Dentsu's Glen Hunt acknowledges, compa-
nies turn to these tactics because the pub-
lic has become inured to standard TV and
print ads. They have to catch us off guard.
But as they infiltrate non-traditional ter-
ritories, we risk becoming wary there, too.
If street art at its best is about reawaken-
ing us to our environment, then mixing it
up with guerrilla marketing risks short-
circuiting that process and adding more
filters instead. '

Bergeron won't say he regrets doing
the Vespa job, but vou sense he may have
gone in a bit more naively than he lets on.
He wouldn’t do a Scooterhead-style cam-
paign again, he says, though he'd love to get
other marketing work. And he hopes that
the soctal conscience he's demonstrating
in Regent Park will make his detractors re-
consider, “Dan, like a lot of artists, has been
using the streets to find his voice,” says
Schiller. “When vou look at what he did in
2004, what he does now and will do in the
future, I think vou'll find a huge arc”

This weekend, that are intersected with
the path of a basketball jersey-clad kid
named Cody, immortalized (temporarily)
on another Regent Park wall. An acquain-
tance comes by and shouts up to the mini-
erane that according to a teacher at the local
elementary school, Cody, who's always had
trouble fitting in socially, has had his whole
life turned around since his portrait went
up. Other kids treat him with more respect.
He's gained confidence. *He's a superstar.”

Bergeron grins at the story, then flips a
few switches and the erane lurches away
from the wall and into a new position so he
can start gluing his next superstar’s right
arm in place. His old skatehoarding buddy
Josh Randell, a droll Seth Rogen type who's
come out to help, chuckles. “He's develop-
ing major skills on that thing. If he doesn’t
make it as an artist, he can always get work
as a window washer” END
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