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CHAPTER 1

Early nineties

The early nineties in Sydney Australia 
were a time of recession. The Australian 
economy became part of the world econ-
omy. Many businesses were not ready for 
this leap and so they went bust. What 
this meant for aerosol art was a huge can-
vas, whole warehouses lay abandoned 
and some of these unique places became 
a place for art.

“faces” by Derek Carter aka Doer 1993



SECTION 1

From trains to walls
To do graffiti is to use code, the code itself is carried on trans-

port in most cases. The trains were like video carried on tape 

heads coded onto its media and run. The trains were always a 

challenge more for the adventurous as death was always a 

probability but capture more so. Personally left suburban 

trains in 1993 having turned nineteen and moved to freight 

trains a safer and appealing form of canvas. The other interest-

ing environments were the labyrinth of abandoned buildings 

in Sydney. There was not only a lot of them but they were a 

sign of the post industrial present as companies either moved 

to new premises or moved overseas to become competitive in 

the new economy that was in its infancy.

This post industrial landscape signaled an end and a begin-

ning. This heralded my own interest in this strange landscape 

which I videoed and painted. This landscape was full of a 

sense of great loss but also great potential. As a young man I 

asked myself what sort of world could be built from this. My 

video documentation captures this odd landscape as well as 

my aerosol paintings.

Both trains and abandoned buildings have a certain amount 

of risk involved but artists will always take risks. From this 

risk is an immediacy that can’t be over worked or over 

thought. It isn’t delicate but deliberate which is something 

that illegal aerosol work carries over from this risk.       

2

Video still of work by Derek Carter 1993



This immediacy of the work is its truth as well as its environ-

ment. Something like an embedded moment that cannot nec-

essarily be relayed but lived and documented. The political 

price for the recession became apparent in 1996 as the Austra-

lian Labor party was swept from power. The economy eventu-

ally came out of recession as Australian businesses started to 

become competitive in the world economy. Many of the sites 

of creativity were pulled down or refurbished and Sydney be-

came caught up in an economic boom. This period of a land-

scape in recession was fairly short lived.

Aerosol art had been nominated by Australian youth in the 

early to mid eighties from America. A lot of the culture was 

taken as a package, a prebuilt ethos based on painting subur-

ban trains and Hip Hop culture. The book “Subway Art” had 

opened up an under current of American culture to the world 

and most Western countries adopted this. Australian youth 

still paint trains today but it had a peak in the mid to late eight-

ies followed into the early to mid nineties by youth gangs. In 

America graffiti moved to the streets and freight trains as sub-

urban trains became too well secured to paint.

In Sydney trains are still painted regularly but the culture is 

documented and rarely seen on a running train though I have 

seen quite a few every month or so. The culture though has 

changed dramatically and lives in media such as digital video 

and magazines or is painted onto the train lines. In the eight-

ies and nineties people would have to be on the trains physi-

cally to see the culture. There is a small amount of people who 

go on the trains to see the culture while documenting it but it 

is a small dedicated minority today.

My own experience is quite different as from the mid to late 

eighties I experienced graffiti culture in Sydney on trains 

while changing direction and giving up train culture on the 

suburban network by 1993. This was my first year at art 

school and I was very excited by art.
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Freight train “Peta” by Derek Carter 1996



What I failed to understand though was that what I was doing 

on the streets was particularly different from the gallery envi-

ronment. My understanding of art was limited and I was learn-

ing. My first interest was video and it made me realize the im-

portance of documentation. A lecture I really remembered 

was about documentation and it made me start recording 

more of my work which was something I didn’t do enough of 

in the eighties.

The truth is a lot of the work I was engaged in never made it 

into my university practice. As happy as I was at university my 

own interests were strangely absent until I did my Honours 

year and felt that I could now present this other side of myself. 

Most of the work I carried out was of my own accord, street 

art as a catch phrase didn’t exist as it does today though peo-

ple at university were engaged in it. Site specific work was 

very active but at the time I was learning the ropes. By my sec-

ond year of Media Arts I changed to Painting and Drawing 

where I spent another two years before completing my Hon-

ours year. 

In Honours I wrote a paper about my interests which was well 

received but I didn’t really showcase my work which was the 

only problem. I could have gone onto Masters but felt that I 

could pursue my interests outside of university. The first set of 

work I produced were a series of video stills set in a panorama 

of three stills each. This to me was my first exploration of 

documentation in the new millennia of stills from the nineties. 
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Video still of Mascot warehouse 1993 Digital image 2000



Once I had made these images they were stored away on digi-

tal media and only a few were exhibited in 2010. A new set 

was made in 2007 which included new footage with a few 

shown in 2011. The other site that was recorded was the Mala-

bar headlands in 1995, the video was published on Vimeo in 

2012. The headlands had quite a different history, a series of 

bunkers built during World War two to fend of invasion. After 

the war the headland lay barren the munitions were removed 

and local residents would ride horses there or walk. In front of 

the headland was a firing range so it was illegal to enter the 

land and fines could be issued. 

The site itself had a series of trenches and tunnels that would 

supply guns with ammunition. Since the eighties it was visited 

by graffiti artists from the local area but wasn’t particularly 

popular until around 2006. In 2012 a large underground 

room was fenced off to prevent access as it was deemed un-

safe, the irony though is the whole site is unsafe. Also in 2012 

the perimeter fences were redesigned to prevent access pro-

truding a metre off a cliff. 

The headland is an interesting ruin, when I first recorded 

there in 1995 most of the trenches were not accessible due to 

flooding though years later it was dry and accessible. I didn’t 

paint there until 2003 though visited it through the late nine-

ties. The video of this site is peaceful and serene cut with 

whimsical observations.
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Video stills of Malabar headlands 1995



My aerosol work in this period was quite nostalgic. The work 

was trying to reference older work though not distinctly imita-

tive and it was also playful. The colours were simple and di-

rect usually painted on the street or on the train lines. By the 

late nineties I was referencing photos and posters but once 

again the colours were simple and graphic though not about 

graffiti lettering. In  the early nineties I had painted work that 

was not about lettering though there was only a handful of 

these works. Most of my work still had letters but by the late 

nineties there was an interest in creating a narrative. Some 

work was painted in construction sites and buildings under 

renovation. The works were open to interpretation and not al-

ways seen by the public. By the late nineties I made my work 

available on the internet. 
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Aerosol work by Derek Carter 1998

Doer Fer 1995

Aerosol work by Derek Carter 1998



SECTION 2

Looking ahead
The shape of a train dictated my Digital images and their cut 

panoramic format. This longer more rectangular shape made 

sense as trains make a great canvas. The break I made with 

suburban trains was a difficult one but there was no regret 

though I did find it hard to break away from gangs. My crew 

were like family and with my decision to move on I was ex-

cluded but it was a self defining moment. Those who break 

out of a milieu can either become a hero or a nobody, at least 

in the movies anyway. In reality this movie that was my own 

life, this play of emotions was essentially about a social break. 

A psychosis of self definition, the self as defined by its milieu 

was now disconnected and somewhat delusional. These were 

delusions of grandeur and many artists suffer from this per-

plexing issue.

Also though, the psychotic can directly relate to the world 

through her lack of social connections. This disconnection lets 

the psychotic see in no uncertain terms what is there but 

largely ignored as it doesn’t concern the larger social order. 

What for most is a backdrop for others is all that exists. The 

streets become the order of ones existence and in extreme 

cases subsistence.

The world though closing was actually opening up, this was a 

period of looking ahead and to look ahead is a form of dream-

ing. Dreaming of stories to create and write myself into to di-

rect my own beginnings and ends to take charge of the job of 

creating myself as I had disappeared.
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To disappear into territory that is undefined leaves open the 

possibility of being joined. Also the journey changes and so do 

circumstances, new definitions are created and eventually we 

can find our place with many others. If the nineties for me 

were about disappearing and becoming a particular subject in-

terested in my own disappearance then most of the work was 

defining this lack.This subterranean journey was akin to the 

unconscious and trying to understand its language. 

All that could be deciphered though were crude sounds 

though around this lack was the possibility of becoming real. 

A real subject worthy of noting and understanding. The late 

nineties became very exciting as I collaborated on work with 

ZapGalaxy another Sydney based artist. I have known Zap 

since I was twelve and we painted graffiti together in the late 

eighties and early nineties. 

In 1998 we embarked on a series of work which was playful 

and inventive. This series was unwelcome by some graffiti art-

ists at the time, one graffiti artist tried to ignore us as we 

asked if he liked our work. The work was technically embar-

rassing which was the point. What is it to be technically embar-

rassing? Only graffiti artists in the late nineties understood, it 

was too “toy” too amusing to be real graffiti. It did make us 

laugh and remember this period fondly.

 The work wasn’t groundbreaking but it was looking back-

wards so we could look forward. Borrowing from the late sev-

enties has currently become a fashion but this was not the 

fashion in the late nineties. We were not trying to be fashion-

able but just having a great time painting. These works though 

little known are some of our most enjoyable forward thinking 

works. 
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Zap Doer 1998
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Doer Zap 1998

Zap Doer 1998



ZapGalaxy had come to Australia at the age of seven from Ro-

mania. His mother was well educated and worked in the tex-

tile industry in Sydney. It was difficult for immigrants to fit in 

during the early eighties and Zap moved from Parramatta to 

Coogee where he became a local character. He was known for 

his ability to make ends meet through stealing goods in the lo-

cal neighborhood. He was adventurous and good natured but 

ambitious. His mother was in a low paid job so couldn’t afford 

a lot of the luxuries some families could afford so he devised 

schemes to make money. Stealing bikes or goods off construc-

tion sites or trading stolen goods he was rather notorious and 

remains so. 

When we first met I had started doing graffiti and one fateful 

day I had stolen my first spray cans which I preceded to hide 

in what I thought was a safe spot. Little did I realise Zap was 

in the shadows watching my every move. When I returned for 

my paint a “Shazam” piece was on the wall I was very upset 

and Zap had painted his first piece of graffiti. It was 1986 and 

I never stashed paint as I probably would have again but we 

became friends. We painted on and off through the late eight-

ies and early nineties but the late nineties were when we 

teamed up.

During the late nineties I felt quite confident with some of the 

different directions I was taking and I was in the process of fin-

ishing my Honours year at University. Where I started to lack 

confidence was in my art making. Having exhibited quite a 

few times while in Uni I had mixed feelings about exhibiting.

With so much going on in the streets I felt that my practice 

was best suited to aerosol on the streets. A friend from Uni 

who later became a famous artist had advised me to stick to 

graffiti. It was the obvious frustrations I had with art and in-

door work that showed. My Honours year was unpleasant as 

my lecturers didn’t fully support the direction I took. My pa-

per made perfect sense but it was obvious I hadn’t made the 

transition into a painting practice centred around canvas 

work. Because I was in the painting department my bridging 

of graffiti, media art and painting made no sense to them. 

Honestly I was just unlucky as now this cross over would 

probably be welcomed at least I hope so. After this I lost my 

faith in institutions. I was painting drains, train lines, building 

sites there was no limit to what you could do as long as you 

didn’t get caught. I still painted canvas but it wasn’t my main 

focus.
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Doer Zap 1998



  The decade was coming to an end and it had been produc-

tive, my work from the eighties had been recorded in photo-

graphs but most of it was unavailable. The work had been sto-

len off a friend and most of it has never been published on the 

internet though it is in the care of an old crew member. So the 

nineties were a way of breaking away from this deadlock of 

not seeing my old work. I had forgotten who I was and had re-

invented myself. 

I had studied at a university level and achieved second class 

Honours even though I rebelled and blazed my own trail. It 

was a decade of great change were rents were cheap and 

slowly they spiraled out of reach. Was lucky to stay in Sydney 

I had some good luck even though I was a typical starving art-

ist and had no job prospects other than odd jobs. Saying that 

my favourite job was kitchen handing for different restau-

rants. I particularly liked meeting new people and every now 

and then would meet another artist on the job.

This decade defined the next though the new millennia was 

more about playing off two distinct approaches to my work. I 

had fallen back on my feet during a tumultuous decade of self 

doubt and self understanding. It was time to find new direc-

tions and discover what else could be achieved.
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CHAPTER 2

New 
Millennia

The fear of asylum seekers was kicked off 
by the Australian Liberal government in 
the early millennia. The specter of the ter-
rorist attack on the twin towers in Amer-
ica caused a new program of exclusion in 
Australia. The war on terror had created 
new divisions as well as the economic 
boom which created new rich.

Aerosol work by Doer 2002



SECTION 1

Fear tactics
The new millennia was circumscribed by fear, and graffiti for 

me was somewhat secluded. Sydney was refurbished while the 

housing boom and buoyant economy made many rich. It also 

put a lot of pressure on domestic housing. The older aban-

doned buildings were gentrified or replaced. Sydney had 

changed quite dramatically. During this period I mainly 

painted small secluded areas sometimes set on the outskirts of 

suburban sprawl. My video work was picked up later in the 

mid to late decade visiting the popular tableau of city and 

small sites of decay. The city of Sydney had a new energy as 

large scale units were built in the city centre. Sites that were 

simply construction sites for over a decade abandoned by in-

vestors were now huge buildings for the new rich.The decade 

though tempered by exclusion had opened itself up to those 

who could afford it.

The energy and expansive investment of this period was stag-

gering. Year after year housing prices rose and didn’t seem to 

stop. Rather than a crash the growth rather than being evenly 

distributed became sporadic and exclusive to pockets of Syd-

ney. It was a dream run for many but for those paying rent the 

pressure was exacting.
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One of the main places I painted during this period were hous-

ing estate sites. Malabar was one of those sites and it was wel-

come by the community mainly because it created a colourful 

distraction. Residents would comment on the latest work trad-

ing opinions, occasionally we would be offered food and a soft 

drink for our efforts. I worked for a few years with the local 

council on murals and learned that the council had one legal 

graffiti wall. 

By 2001 I started painting at the wall and discovered a few oth-

ers nearby which I started to paint in 2003. Though the other 

walls were illegal the local residents didn’t mind and they as-

sumed we were hired by the council to brighten the area up. 

This desirable situation started to come unstuck when local 

youth gangs started destroying our work. By 2005 we couldn’t 

paint elaborate murals and the area became a hub for tags and 

quick work by other graffiti artists.

Some of the walls took a few weeks done over successive week-

ends. This meant we could put in a lot of detail but once the 

walls started getting destroyed we only had one sitting. The 

quality of the walls was still good even after a single day but 

the complexity was minimized. Not that this was a big prob-

lem but some of these collaborations included slow painters 

so before they were finished the wall was covered in splashed 

paint or tags.

This period was about collaboration and the walls were low 

profile but locally admired. While Sydney was going renova-

tion mad a local group of artists were at the service of a small 

community. Originally I had approached the Maroubra hous-

ing community through Randwick council to make murals in 

the area. This fell through due to a lack of community support 

so it was a relief to get some work done in Malabar illegally 

with community support.
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Mural at Malabar by Doer and Sie 2004 Mural at Malabar by Bold and Doer 2005



When I was a young child my father would bring me to the Ma-

labar and La Perouse housing commissions to play. I remem-

ber that there were no other children playing in the parks we 

visited and as an adult I saw nobody playing either. I found it 

fun when I was a child because it was like it was all mine and 

when I visited the area again and recorded it in 2007 it felt the 

same. 

When I was painting there though I met a lot of the local kids 

who visited us painting. They would actually harass us and try 

to steal our paint but as they grew older they became a little 

more respectful. I videoed South Coogee housing commis-

sions and the Malabar area and have published some of these 

works on YouTube.

This interest in what was not being gentrified inspired a few of 

my video works and graffiti. There is a common idea of the 

fall, where there once stood a utopia and now ruin. Sydney 

was having the opposite scenario where once there was dysto-

pia and now a new more diverse city. These types of stories 

don’t really lend themselves well to the complexity of reality 

and some places just miss the boat altogether.

Currently the Malabar area is being gentrified and there is a 

possibility the housing commissions will be demolished and 

turned into luxury housing. So really the work done there be-

comes another archive, a recording of a community and its sur-

roundings. Things inevitably move on when money is con-

cerned.
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If the nineties were about disappearing the new millennia was 

about publishing your disappearance. The internet helped get 

a lot of the work seen more so than by those in the area. A lot 

of graffiti artists didn’t come to the Malabar area and the 

downside of this exposure was the eventual over running of 

the area by graffiti artists from all over Sydney. Probably only 

now the area is less visited but the community trust is gone 

and it can’t be regained. 

This eventual moving out of the area was needed to take the 

pressure off and by the late decade I was painting in other ar-

eas like Woolloomooloo, Marrickville and other parts of Syd-

ney. Before 2003 I had made some large murals in Enmore 

but the later part of the decade became more about smaller 

work. I didn’t have the time anymore to do larger works as I 

had family commitments so I scaled down painting smaller 

and faster. 

The decade changed my studio practice, I basically threw it in 

concentrating on video and graffiti only doing small paper 

based works. The issue was space and due to high rents the 

space my family did have for art was given to my partner for 

her studio practice. This really freed me up to push my work 

and take it more seriously. Not that I hadn’t taken it seriously 

before but usually a studio practice is prioritized and for me 

that was gone. 
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Mural by Doer and Sie 2004

Aerosol work by Doer 2005



Not that I didn’t paint on canvas but the work was temporary 

where I would paint it and then paint over it after taking pho-

tos. This was usually done while at work in downtime the 

works continued to exist as documents. This transience was 

preferable at the time as I had very few exhibitions and it was 

more like graffiti.

This practice was quite particular to the time but I will still do 

it now even though I exhibit. It is like a form of recording and 

I find it interesting to revisit works as photographs. In terms 

of digital use the digital image can be shared or used for differ-

ent purposes other than a canvas to be turned into a commod-

ity.
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Various canvas work 2006



SECTION 2

A journey
By the end of the decade I started to include more portraits in 

my work mainly in a limited amount of colours. I would work 

from photos but not stick strictly to the photo, the photo be-

came a template to interpret and add or subtract from. When 

I painted on boards in the nineties I would add or subtract 

paint and elements and this was a practice I felt that was refig-

ured in the new decade.

To return to a standard of work in a new way gave me a lot of 

confidence when I considered the similarities in concept but 

saw the different results. I had started to see a way forward 

and explored a few different approaches.
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Aerosol work Doer 2009
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Aerosol work Doer 2009
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Aerosol work Doer 2010
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Aerosol work Doer 2010
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Aerosol work Doer 2010
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“Sarah” aerosol work Doer 2003

“Pat” aerosol work Doer 2003
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Aerosol work by Doer 2000

Aerosol work by Doer 2000



26

Zap Doer Mural 2008
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Aerosol Mural Doer 2007

Aerosol Mural detail Doer 2007



CHAPTER 3

Current

My current practice is based mainly on 
portrait work. The portraits explore my-
self through the subject. They are reac-
tions to the face and its particular univer-
sality. Painting a subject is a way of find-
ing yourself through the subject. It is not 
traditional portrait work but an explora-
tive document.

Face by Derek Carter 2013



SECTION 1

Particulars
After working for many years with aerosol I decided to let go 

of lettering and move into the face as the focus of my aerosol 

practice. The face can get lost in its interpretation and can be-

come more about the possible face or even an impossible face. 

The face can become letters designating its own particular con-

tent or simply a monstrosity of colour and form. The faces 

have additions and subtractions and are only barely recogniz-

able as human but altogether more than human. They could 

be premonitions of possible faces from the future or the face 

hidden in graffiti itself. 

The author of the aerosol work is usually anonymous and they 

are hidden by their work whereas I hide behind a face. Some-

times my own self portrait becomes more me than I am my-

self. I am not particularly worried about likeness but structure 

with subtraction and addition of elements. Personally I feel I 

am bringing my whole practice along for the ride there are 

bits and pieces of elements that can make a whole. Rather 

than one whole thing it is a whole lot of things that stare back 

at you, every element seems to be looking back at the viewer.

One other contributing factor to playing with the elements is 

seeing how far they will differ from what I imagine. I don’t 

ever really know what my work will look like at the end, I 

never have. All of my work is not based on a result but instead 

a result is simply reached through doing the work. Most of my 

work is a practice of finding something unexpected at the end. 

If I knew what I was going to see at the end there would be no 

point doing it.
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Face by Derek Carter 2014
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Face by Derek Carter 2014
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Face by Derek Carter 2014
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Face by Derek Carter 2014
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ZapGalaxy and Derek Carter 2014
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Mural by Brett Chan ZapGalaxy and Derek Carter 2014
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Self Portrait 2014
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Face by Derek Carter 2014
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Aerosol work by Doer 1998

Aerosol work by Doer 1991
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Aerosol work by Doer and Doze 2006


