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Valparaiso, Chile – I met two artists here.  Although both are well-educated professionals (one is an engineer by training), their passion is painting.  
The young man's name was Sammy; the young woman was Cynthia.  They have become famous as one of Valparaiso's extraordinary graffiti artist teams.  Working side by side, they use cans of spray paint to create stunningly colorful and clever works of art on sides of buildings not only here in Chile, but also in cities throughout the world.  They just recently returned from several cities in Europe where they were commissioned to do works at various locations.  
When we met them, they had already erected a sheet of transparent plastic about 8 feet long and 6 feet high between two concrete poles under a pedestrian overpass.  After their translator (a local youth wearing a Brooklyn Nets ball cap who claimed to be an American born in Brooklyn) gave us some history of graffiti in Chile, he introduced Cynthia and Sammy.   They spoke to us in Spanish about how they began their journey as artists.   They spoke with obvious pride and passion, and then offered to demonstrate for us and other bystanders their artistry.   They started the process by spraying a few colorful streaks on the plastic, and then invited several in our group to add some sprays of their own.   I had no idea where this was going because the marks on the sheet made by the onlookers appeared to be totally random. It looked as if the work started by the Chileans had been ruined.  But when Sammy and Cynthia took over, within just a few minutes, they transformed these random blotches into an interestingly detailed (and beautiful) face of green, yellow and red with perfectly shaped eyes having black pupils.  They had even added freckles.  What a metamorphosis!  By now a large crowd had gathered, and we all cheered mightily.
I would guess that Cynthia and Sammy were about the same age, both in their early 30's.  Like many of the youth of Chile, and Valparaiso in particular, they started their careers as graffiti artists as youngsters spraying "tags" all over the city.  Both Santiago and Valparaiso are covered in graffiti.  Essentially every building in certain parts of both cities – especially here in Valparaiso (and not necessarily only the poorer areas) are covered with graffiti.  Some are the types of tags done by gang members in any major U.S. city, but many are genuine works of art in multi-colored paintings depicting current or past events in the history of the region.   As with many young people throughout the world, many of the artists choose to depict political grievances or pleas for social justice.  I have never seen nearly as much graffiti anywhere else in the world as here in Chile.
Sammy and Cynthia have evolved into true entrepreneurs.  At the end of their demonstration they sell postcards and individual paintings of their work.   They will, of course, pose with anyone who purchases some of their art.  Naturally, I chose to do so.  Who knows, perhaps one or both of these gifted artists will ultimately become the next Picasso.  If so, I now have their signatures on the paintings I purchased.   At worst, it will make a unique yard sale item to offload in my neighborhood.   And a signed one at that!
I thought you might like to know.
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