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Introduction 

How does a community express their grievances and issues within our current society? 

Cities throughout the world have always been the epicenters of human interaction. The United 

Nations predicts by 2050, more than 65% of the world’s population (two out of every three 

people) will live in an urban area. Due to the high traffic and congestion of cities, the exchange 

of ideas and practices amongst individuals is extremely common and some of the most 

influential institutions in modern society are based in these areas. This exchange of thought will 

generate unavoidable controversy and protest, which are not foreign concepts in cities especially 

when it comes to political or societal disagreement. Protest is one of the many ways that 

individuals can come together to enact change within their communities and this practice has 

been utilized for centuries. The 21st century has shown to be an extremely eccentric time in 

human history and protests have been common in 2020 throughout the United States.   

Specifically, in Madison, Wisconsin, various protests, and demonstrations have altered 

this sense of place. The protests in Madison were triggered by the death of George Floyd, who 

was a 46-year-old black man killed in police custody in Minneapolis, Minnesota on May 25, 

2020. Floyd was killed by an officer of the Minneapolis Police Department, who placed his knee 

on Floyd's neck for a full 8 minutes and 46 seconds which resulted in Floyd losing consciousness 

and eventually succumbing to his injuries. In response to the tragic death of George Floyd, a man 

who was tragically killed by the police while in custody in Minneapolis, Minnesota on May 25, 

2020, protesters took to the streets of Madison to express their antipathy with policing in 

America and to acknowledge other cases of individuals being wrongfully killed by law 

enforcement in the US. Not only is it important to understand the motivations and feelings 

behind protests and the individuals involved but protests in Madison also altered the physical 



space, especially on State Street. State Street is one of the main veins of Madison and is the most 

popular street for shopping, nightlife, and other forms of entertainment. It is also the one street 

that connects the University of Wisconsin to the capitol building and due to this geographic 

significance, it was the center of the George Floyd Protests in the early summer of 2020. Violent 

altercations between law enforcement and protestors began on May 28, 2020 which a variety of 

buildings and store fronts on State Street were heavily damaged as a result. To protect their 

businesses from the demonstrations and damages, various businesses around State Street used 

building materials like plywood to protect their stores from potential vandalism or crowd control 

by the police. At first, boarded-up businesses expressed a sense of division and exclusion on 

State Street; however, various artists in the Madison Community saw these large pieces of 

plywood as canvases. Weeks after the protests occurred on State, murals filled the various boards 

of storefronts and buildings all over State Street. Our research specifically wants to answer, what 

are the different ways individuals experience and perceive the murals on State Street and what 

are the messages and meanings that motivated these murals to appear in the first place? In 

addition to answering this question, we also want to analyze the geographical significance of 

State Street and its role as a community, or social, center in Madison. We also want to simply 

document this historical and significant change that may never happen again on State Street.     

In our attempt to dive into the significance of State St and its importance to the Madison 

community, we have decided the best way to analyze this would be to use two different 

approaches. The first being to walk State Street ourselves and obtain firsthand experience with 

the murals that have been created on State Street in the aftermath of the protests for George 

Floyd and the entire Black Lives Matter movement. We plan to document, photograph, and map 

out every mural that we can find and any murals that exist on side streets. Secondly, we plan to 



interview artists of the murals to get an understanding of what the murals meant for them and to 

figure out the purpose and intention that was behind their creation of the murals. In addition to 

finding out what the artists' intentions were, we also want to know what the artists wanted the 

public to take away from the murals. We specifically want to understand how the Madison 

community has reacted to the murals, how their perceptions of State Street changed, and explore 

the individual experience of State Street since the protests.  

To fully dive into our research and the ways that we will conduct our project we also 

need to focus on, and identify, key concepts and themes that we will be touching on within our 

paper.  One of the first is semiotics which is the study of the importance and impact of signs.  

One of the key parts of our research is going to be centered on the effect that the murals had on 

the community and looking at what they mean to those who created them and the people that 

interact with them daily. The concept of space and how people see, and experience space is also 

key to understanding our project. Space is one of the key concepts within human geography and 

the understanding of how everyone experiences space differently, but also realizing how large of 

an effect it has on how people understand their surroundings.    



Geographic Setting 

The main study area for this research project was State Street in Madison, Wisconsin. We 

specifically focused on the 100 to 600 blocks of State Street. State Street is one of the main veins 

of Madison for nightlife, shopping, and dining, and for this research project we thought 

exploring State Street alone will give us the most accurate assessment of the community’s 

reaction to the murals and the social unrest. We noticed in our own personal observations that 

more murals were preserved on State Street, even though there are a variety of murals throughout 

the capital square. By analyzing the murals on State Street alone, we can see how the community 

has reacted, document a historical social center of Madison and the changes it went through since 

late May of 2020, and see the spatial patterns in the murals themselves.       

 
Figure 1: Map, provided by Google Maps, of Study Area 

 
 



Analyzing Murals and Artwork as a Representation of Communities: A Literature 
Review 

 
Art has been a vital medium for expressing feelings and emotions without words. 

Paintings, sculptures, photographs, drawings, and other artistic media all have at one point, been 

used as a tool to respond to various societal issues. State Street in Madison, Wisconsin is no 

exception to this concept. Since the tragic death of George Floyd, protests, looting, and violent 

altercations between law enforcement and protestors have occurred throughout Madison. In 

response to these violent incidents, various businesses and storefronts throughout State Street 

placed plywood boards in front of their windows to avoid break-ins and damages from the 

various altercations. The boarded-up storefronts on State Street eventually became canvases for 

beautiful murals, most of which celebrated the lives and mourned the deaths of victims of police 

brutality. 

Having a basic understanding of the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement and its origin 

is necessary to understand the creation of the murals on State Street. The BLM movement 

originally started within Oakland, California, and spread into a worldwide movement far past the 

organization that first came about. The BLM movement originated as a small organization and 

Twitter hashtag, established by Alicia Garza, Patrisse Cullors, and Opal Tometi (Howard 

University), within California in response to police brutality and other issues the Oakland black 

community was facing at the time. The initial event that caused the BLM movement to gain 

traction was the shooting of a 22-year-old, unarmed, black man named Oscar Grant in a train 

station in Oakland, California. What started as small protests for a hurting community eventually 

developed into a nationwide, and then global phenomenon. Police brutality and systemic racism 

within policing in the United States are pervasive issues that have come to the forefront in recent 



years; however, it is important to acknowledge that these issues are not new and they have 

existed in black communities for centuries. 

With the combination of quarantine occurring due to COVID - 19 and protests around the 

death of George Floyd, State Street seemed foreign with boarded-up storefronts and almost no 

one inhabiting the street. The sense of place and status quo of State Street drastically changed 

within an extremely short period of time in May of 2020. After the protest and violent quarrels 

calmed down, the plywood boards that were designed to divide were turned into canvases by 

various artists in the Madison community. The dull, brown, tan color of the plywood boards was 

turned into a vibrant color wheel with beautiful murals in response to George Floyd’s passing 

while in police custody and other societal issues.  

Human culture and emotion are extremely difficult to quantify and can be expressed in a 

variety of ways through different mediums. Art and artistic expression are channels that 

individuals utilize to convey, express, and explain issues that are going on in the world without 

the use of words. Within our project, we are looking to focus on studying and understanding 

ways that murals are both representative of what is occurring in a community and how that same 

community interacts and perceives the artwork itself. To get an understanding of how to frame 

our research, we first investigated different ways this topic has been formally studied and 

analyzed in other research studies. This literature review specifically discusses the ways murals 

and artwork can be representative of the feelings of a community, how this artwork can be 

interpreted by the public, and how the location of artwork can impact public opinion and 

perception.  

 
 
 
 



Analyzing murals and how they represent a sense of community  
Key concepts: Free space 

 
Murals, especially since the turn of the 20th century, have been a major component of 

representing community strength and resilience to adversity. Not a lot of research has been 

published about mural analysis; however, there are a few articles that have performed formal 

research on murals and their impact on communities. In their article Even though there has been 

a lot of unrest in the United States (Delgado et al., 1998), murals have also been used in areas of 

unrest around the world to express opinions and emotions (Goalwin, 2013). Murals are, 

“newspapers on walls” and a plethora of information about a community can be identified 

through this artwork (Holscher, 1976). In addition to being forms of synthesized information 

about a community, murals are also located in centralized locations, also known as “free 

space(s)”. According to Evans and Boyte, free spaces are simply, “settings between private lives 

and large-scale institutions where ordinary citizens can act with dignity, independence, and 

vision” (Evans et al. 1986, 17). These free spaces are usually publicly owned (schools, parks, 

etc.) but are often claimed by communities as their “own” spaces. Most murals in these free 

spaces are analyzed and categorized by religious symbols, decorative symbols, homages to 

national and local heroes, issues related to social justice, and symbols of ethnic and racial pride 

(Delgado et al. 1998, 348-350). These specific symbols are a direct representation of the 

community as a whole and craft communal self-identification throughout communities (Goalwin 

2016, p.189).  

 
Understanding the spatial significance of murals and street artwork as a reflection 

of community values and feeling 
Key concepts: space and community 

 



The first aspect that we need to research and analyze for our project is what the murals 

and artistic expression mean for a community and how it can be reflective of what is going on. 

We look to examine the purpose of the murals and why the people within a community feel as 

though they are important for them to create. “In using the street, artists willingly subject their 

work to all of its many threats- it might be stolen, defaced, destroyed, moved, altered, or 

appropriated” (Riggle, p. 245). In this article, Riggle opens up and provides a defining aspect of 

the characteristics of street art and how it is made for a community. Riggle speaks on how murals 

and graffiti and all street art, in general, are placed in very purposeful places and situations. Their 

placement and access are important elements that explain how art is supposed to be interpreted 

and understood by the public. Only those who enter or are present in the community can 

experience, appreciate, and be a part of the work of art. Those who experience the artwork can 

also be a part of it unlike other pieces and express their individual feelings along with their 

artistic ability in a way that can only be possible with street art. The access to the artwork is a 

key component of the art and explains why street art is reflective of a community's thoughts and 

feelings. Street artwork is never done and can always be changed, updated, destroyed, or even 

taken down. This is important to understand how the community is reacting and experiencing the 

murals and the ways that they relate and understand the artwork. Riggle expands off this point 

and states, “It is to say that, in using the street, they relinquish any claim on the work's integrity, 

or on the integrity of the part of the work that contributes to its being street art” (Riggle pg 246). 

Here we are given insight into the fact that once you create art within a public place, which 

everyone has access to, you can no longer claim that it is simply yours. Each member of the 

community has a certain level of claim and autonomy with how they interact with the art or 

whether it should be left the same or be expanded upon. This is part of what makes street art and 



murals so reflective of the community that surrounds it, the shared nature of the space, and the 

accessibility of it as well.   

On top of an understanding of how to breakdown and understand the ways that street art 

and in particular murals are both important and reflective of a community we also were able to 

read about firsthand experiences doing this same thing.  In Lori Flores’ article “Seeing Through 

Murals” she walks through and takes you on a tour of Mission California during the late 1900s 

and the challenges and changes that community went through during this time.  Flores does her 

analysis of these changes and the way that it impacted the community by looking at the street art 

and murals that were created during this time, but also taking it a step further and looking at how 

these murals changed as time went on.  This goes back to Riggle’s point on how one of the key 

pillars of street art is that it is owned by the community and they are the ones who determine 

how the artwork is preserved, maintained, altered, or destroyed.  “Often the product of several 

artists’ work, murals are collaborative and collective art pieces that can function as an 

empowering mode of social bonding and an assertion of a community’s presence in a certain 

space” (Flores pg 20). Flores articulates here the power and meaning behind murals and street 

art, especially for communities that are being invaded or attacked as was the case in Mission 

California during this time. The murals that were created during this time reflected the issues 

facing their community and one of the main ones was the mistreatment of farmworkers.  As she 

examines the murals, she begins to take note of the images that are being depicted and what they 

symbolize to the community. As she did, she began to see how these same murals were being 

erased and taken down as more and more people were removed from their homes.  “People who 

have been the heart and soul of this city for decades— artists, writers, musicians, senior citizens 

living on pensions, blue-collar workers, students, people on welfare and disability, and service-



sector employees—are increasingly in danger of becoming an endangered species,’’ journalist 

Daniel Zoll wrote. This endangerment was reflected in a particular episode involving a beloved 

Mission mural. On 25 July 1998, the colorful four-story piece Lilli Ann by Jesus ‘‘Chuy’’ 

Campusano (commissioned by the city in 1986 for $40,000) was whitewashed after the building 

was sold to the Robert J. Cort Family Trust. A major real estate investor, the Trust wanted to 

provide ad space for its new tenants’ multimedia game company” (Flores pg 21). The murals 

themselves are not the only thing that we will be focusing on as we conduct our project.  The 

ways that the community responds to these murals are just as important because we are trying to 

see the ways that they affect the population and the city.  Whether that is the embrace and 

rallying around the artwork or the rejection and condemnation of it, both portray the message 

that the community is giving to what is recently placed around them.  Flores can see as 

gentrification increases and more and more people are being removed from their homes that the 

murals from this area have begun to lose their importance to the community in favor of more 

commercial ideas.  We as well must look deeper than what the artist is trying to do and see the 

community involvement, adjustments, acceptance, or rejection for these murals as well. 

 
Analyzing interpretation of the change in the sense of place in response to social 

unrest 
Key concept: Sense of place 

 
Sense of place is extremely important in terms of reflecting a community. Sense of place 

has an extremely broad definition but, sense of place is the process of understanding the stories, 

function, and how the place (city, town, or community) came into existence. By simply 

observing a place, an individual can reveal its stories and thus better understand why its form is 

the way it is, and how that place functions (Marvell et al. 2016 p 125-126). Recently on State 

Street, the sense of place has changed dramatically since the protests began in late May. 



Studying State Street’s sense of place and how it has changed can expose a lot about how the 

community reacted to the social unrest that was occurring over the summer and still occurring to 

this day. Sense of place is not unique to State Street, there has been plenty of formal research 

performed on various social communities that became the epicenters for protests and other social 

organizations (e.g Occupy Wall Street Movement in 2011, Greenham Women’s Peace Camp, 

etc.). Not only can we observe the sense of place and how the community reacts to change, but 

we can also investigate how these new senses of place are positively or negatively interpreted by 

outside sources, for example, the media. By observing how these phenomena and events are 

negatively or positively portrayed, we can gain a perspective on the "normal" and "taken-for-

granted" expectations of everyday life in these spaces.  

Another important aspect of understanding how people experience space and more 

importantly how to analyze the relationship between people and specific spaces is spatial 

geography. Just like how the concept of space is very broad and differs from person to person, 

the study of spatial geography is just as difficult to define and understand. The first concept that 

must be understood before trying to sift through the elements of spatial geography is that no two 

people experience a space completely the same. The way that we as people experience and 

comprehend space tells just as much about us as it does our environment. Amongst general 

populations, there is an unavoidable difference based on the experiences, central ideas, and 

thoughts that we hold true to ourselves. “The human brain does not appear to have a mechanism 

for encoding absolute location. [Therefore] the various aspects of spatial thinking and ways in 

which the human brain operationalizes its thinking about locations at a geographic scale is 

arranged in rough order from specific and local to abstract, comprehensive and global” 

(Germsehl et al. Vol 99 pt 2). This is a difficult quote to decipher but the Germsehl brothers 



attempt to identify in an academic research setting the reasons that everyone interprets spaces 

differently. The lenses that are very particular to each individual shape the ways they view the 

world around them. Everything that we see and the places we go to are observed differently 

through each person’s eyes. With this understanding of how subjective a place is, we can delve 

into what spatial geography is and the ways that it can be used to observe these relationships. We 

intend to look at the ways people interact with space by analyzing how the changes of State 

Street have manifested themselves.  



Methods 

   To try and comprehend the motivation of the murals on State Street and their 

geographical significance, we plan to use three different approaches to evaluate their value to the 

community. The first approach is to initiate interviews with artists that created the murals so we 

can obtain an understanding of their intentions behind their art and what they wanted to convey 

to the community. Our goal with interviewing the artists is to simply reveal the motivation and 

inspiration behind the artwork and what that means for themselves and what they want people to 

experience while being on State Street. Hearing directly from artists allows us to see the various 

unseen layers of the artwork and this can aid in how we interpret the ways these pieces have 

impacted the community. Interviews are the best way to conceptualize the purpose of the artwork 

and get a full grasp of the artists’ personal motivation, purpose, mindset, and emotional 

investment. Specifically, for this project, we interviewed two artists from the Madison 

Community, Shiloah Coley and Isha Camara, who both created murals on the Overture Center 

for the Arts, located at 201 State Street.  

 

Figure 1: Murals of Shiloah Coley (right) and Isha Camara (left)  

 

 



Both interviews were over an hour long and full transcripts for both interviews are provided in 

the appendix of this paper. Questions asked to the interviewees were framed around, why the 

murals were created, what did the artist want the public to receive from their work, and general 

questions about the murals themselves.   

 In addition to the interviews, we also wanted to explore how the Madison community has 

reacted to the drastic change of State Street and how it perceives the murals. In order to gain an 

understanding of how a specific individual experiences State Street, we sent out a 15-question 

survey to the Madison community in which questions were framed around gaining a background 

of who the participant is and feelings that arise as they experience State Street since late May of 

2020. The goal of the survey was to understand how people are experiencing State Street as a 

moment in time and to capture the individual experience. A full breakdown of our survey and the 

questions asked are in the Data and Analysis section of this paper.   

The last method of our research was simple documentation of the murals on State Street 

and using that documentation to create a detailed atlas of this historical change in Madison. This 

was a multistep process which began with walking down State Street, and documenting and 

taking photos of every mural we could find.  

Figure 2: Example of documentation and photographs of murals  
Images source: Mike Andreas 



 
The photos of all murals were then categorized based on a variety of operationalized variables 

that included mural purpose/subject matter, story type, and mural location. The documented and 

categorized murals were then put into an original dataset which included 80 entries and is 

provided in the appendix of this paper. The basic conceptualization chart provided below 

explains the various levels of each variable and how they contributed to the final atlas.    

 

Figure 3: Original Conceptualization Chart for Atlas  
 

A total of six maps were created for the atlas which included a base map of the entirety of State 

Street that shows all 80 murals that were recorded and five zoomed in reference maps that show 

the 100, 200, 300, 400, and 500/600 sections of State Street and the specific murals that are 

located on each block. The atlas not only documents this historical change on State Street, but it 

also helps visualize spatial patterns that exist within the physical location of the artwork itself. 

  



Results and Analysis 

Survey results: 

Our survey results section is divided into two separate categories which include results 

from open ended response questions and multiple-choice questions. Analyzing the results from 

open ended response questions is a little more complicated and requires a separate approach to 

multiple choice questions, which are simply qualitative. An entire copy of our survey is also 

provided in the appendix of this paper.  

 

Multiple choice questions results and analysis: 

Raw Data of State Street Mural Survey (non-open response 
questions) 

 
 

Question 3 - What race do you identify as? 

Field
 C
hoice Count 

Black 20

White 41 

Latinx 13 

Asian 5 

First Nation/ Alaskan Native 0 

Other 2 
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- The third question of the survey simply asks participants which race they identified as. We provided 
six different responses which included White, Black, Latinx, Asian, First Nation / Alaskan Native, and 
Other. These six categories are derived from the US census. For this question, there were 81 different 
responses with 20 participants answering “Black” (25%), 40 participants answered “White” (50%), 13 
participants answered “Latinx” (16.25%), 0 participants answered “First Nation / Alaskan Native 
(0.00%), and 2 participants answered “Other” (2.50%). We were not surprised to see that 41, or 
50.62%, of participants, were white; however, we were excited to see that 40, or 49.38%, of the 
participants identified as nonwhite. Being nearly a 50 / 50 split between white and nonwhite 
individuals, we were given the unique opportunity to see a multitude of perspectives. 

 
 

Question 4 - What is your age? 

Field Choice Count 
 

18-24 62 
 
25-30 10 

 
31-39 3 

 
40-50 1 

 
50+ 6
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- The fourth question of the survey asks participants to identify their age. We provided age brackets for 

this question because for our research, we wanted to specifically see how college-age students differ 
from the general public who are not college age. This question had 5 brackets to choose from which 
included 18-24, 25-30, 31-39, 40-50, and 50+. To isolate college students for our research, we 
specifically used 18- 24 as an option because this is the common age bracket of college students in the 
United States. We received 81 responses for this question. 62 participants answered 18-24 (76.54%), 
10 participants answered 25-30 (12.35%), 3 participants answered (3.70%), 1 participant answered 40-
50 (1.23%), and 5 participants answered 50+ (6.17%). 

 

Question 5 - Are you a student at UW-Madison? 

Field Choice Count 

Yes 63 

No 19 

1
 3 6 

1 
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- The fifth question of the survey asks participants if they are students at UW - Madison. This was a 
simple yes or no question. For this question, we also received a total of 81 responses. 63 participants 
answered “yes” (77.78%), and 19 participants answered “no” (22.22%). We asked this question to find 
out if there is a difference in opinion between college-age individuals and older individuals about the 
Black Lives Matter movement and the murals on State Street. 

 

Question 6 - How often have you been to State Street since June 2020? 

Field Choice Count 

Often (once per day) 12 

Somewhat often (once per week) 14 

Not often (once every 2 weeks) 24 

Rarely (once a month or no interaction) 32 

1
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- The sixth question of the survey asks participants about how often they have been on State Street since 

the protest began in June of 2020. Participants had 4 options to choose 7 from which included Often 
(once per day), Somewhat often (once per week), Not often (once every 2 weeks), and Rarely (once a 
month or no interaction). We received 81 responses for this question. 12 participants answered with 
Often (once per day) (14.81%), 14 participants answered with Somewhat often (once per week) 
(17.28%), 23 participants answered with Not often (once every 2 weeks) (28.40%), and 32 participants 
answered with Rarely (once a month or no interaction) (39.51%). 

 
 

 

Question 7 - How much attention have you paid to the murals on State Street? 

Field 

 

Choice Count 

None 1 

Very little 10 

Moderate 45 

High 26 
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- The seventh question of the survey asks participants about how much attention they have paid to the 
murals on State Street. Participants were provided 4 answers that include None, Very Little, Moderate, 
and High. 1 participant answered with “none” (1.23%), 10 answered with “very little” (12.35%), 44 
answered with “moderate” (54.32%), and 26 answered with “high” (32.10%). We asked this question 
because we wanted to see if the community even noticed the changes on State Street and if the changes 
were significant enough for people to take notice. 

 
 
 
 

Question 8 - Do you support the Black Lives Matter Movement? 

Field Choice Count 

Yes 80 

No 1 

2
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- The eighth question of our survey asks participants if they supported the Black Lives Matter 
Movement. This question could simply be answered with yes or no. We asked this question 
because we wanted to see if there was a correlation between the public’s perception of the murals 
and whether they were supporters of the Black Lives Matter Movement. We received 80 
responses to this question. 80 participants responded with “yes” (98.77%) and 1 participant 
responded with “no” (1.23%). 

 



Question 9 - Did you have any participation in the creation of the murals? 

Field
 
Choice Count 

Yes 2 

No 80 
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- The ninth question of the survey asked participants if they had any involvement in the creation of the 
murals on State Street. This was another yes or no response question. We received 82 responses for 
this question, 2 participants responded with “yes” (2.44%) and 80 participants responded with “no” 
(97.56%). We asked this question because we simply wanted to see the level of community 
involvement in the murals on State Street. 

 
 
 
 

Question 10 - Do you think the murals should stay on State Street? 

Field Choice Count 

Yes 75 

No 6 
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- The tenth question of the survey asked participants if they thought the murals on State Street should 
be taken down or not. This was a yes or no response question. We received 81 responses for this 
question where 75 participants responded with “yes” (92.59%), and 6 participants responded with 
“no” (7.41%). This was probably the most surprising result of our survey. 

 
 

 
 

Question 11 - Did you participate in any BLM marches or protests that occurred this summer 

Field Choice Count 

Yes 50 

No 31 
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- The eleventh and final multiple-choice question of the survey asked participants about whether they 

participated in the protests that occurred in early summer 2020. This was another yes or no question 
and participants were required to respond with either “yes” or “no”. We received 81 responses for 
this question and 50 participants responded with “yes” (61.73%) and 31 responded with “no” 
(38.27%). 

 



 

 

Open ended questions results and analysis: 

For our project we knew that we had to utilize a variety of quantitative and qualitative 

analytics to properly decipher the data that we collected. Due to our survey consisting of 

individual, qualitative responses, we had to analyze and group that data differently than 

questions that had multiple choice options. For the questions that required qualitative answers, 

we created word clouds that compiled keywords from the statements that people made, and the 

size of the words are dependent on the frequency that these words or sentiments were repeated in 

the sections (color in the world clouds is simply used for contrast but has no significance to our 

analysis). The word clouds compiled are both listed below and as well as the word clouds there is 

a little breakdown of exactly what you are seeing. Quantitatively we wanted to see if we could 

find any trends that came about from looking at the demographic questions and crossing them 

with the questions we had concerning the murals and how people experienced the murals. The 

multiple-choice questions were simply designed to discover how people’s backgrounds 

influenced and shaped their perception of State Street and the transformation that it went 

through.   

 

Documentation / Atlas results and analysis: 

Mural dataset results 

 A dataset was compiled of all the murals that we saw on State Street in early October. 

Each mural was photographed, documented, and categorized into an Excel spreadsheet, which is 

attached to this document. We used six categories for each mural which included: address, XY 

coordinate, primary mural theme, resistance/damage, store type, and store name. We recorded 80 

different murals on State Street from our observations; however, State Street is constantly 

changing, and old murals are being taken down and new murals are appearing on storefronts on a 



 

 

day to day basis but the murals that we recorded were still up as of mid-November. We received 

various inquiries from a variety of individuals about the murals and some even offered to provide 

photos that they took of the murals on State Street earlier in the summer.  

 

Atlas and spatial geography analysis 

There were a variety of geographic patterns that we identified through our observations 

of State Street. The most surprising was the number of murals on storefronts as you walked 

towards the capitol. We identified that mural abundance and frequency increased dramatically as 

you walked toward the capitol square; however, more murals were taken down as you walked 

farther away from the capitol. We originally thought that due to college students’ involvement in 

the protests in the early summer of 2020 and overall support for the Black Lives Matter 

movement, there would be more murals as you walked towards campus; however, this is not the 

case. Most businesses and buildings on the 500-600 block of State Street either removed murals 

or kept a partial section of a mural but some removal was performed for many buildings in this 

area. This is probably due to businesses with boarded up windows are not inviting and the 500-

600 block of State Street, is one of the more popular sections for students. 

Another surprising geographic pattern that we saw in our mural analysis was murals that 

were either defaced or somehow damaged were closer to the capitol. We assumed that there 

would be a higher police presence in this area, and in turn would see less defacement of the 

artwork near the capitol square but this was also not the case. Most of the murals that we 

observed that were defaced were on the 100-200 block of State Street. We defined damage / 

defacement as intentional physical damages (scratches, holes, etc.) or clear wording written over 

the mural that went against the original message of the mural itself. Most of the resistance that 



 

 

we saw on State Street was politically driven, especially statements that included, “Trump 2020”, 

“All Lives Matter (ALM)”, or simply spray painting over a mural, etc. The closest defacement 

that was observed to UW-Madison’s campus was at 449 State Street, but this was an outlier case. 

 

Figure 4: Heatmap of mural locations on State Street 

  



 

 

 The interviews that we conducted allowed us the opportunity to get an in depth 

understanding of the ways that the artists shaped the murals and the intentions and purposes that 

they had behind it.  Below I have listed some of the main points that the interviewees made 

concerning each of the questions that we posed to them as well as some remarks they made 

outside of the scope of the questions that we felt were important to include to gain a full 

understanding of their work.   

Interview with Isha Camara: 
 
Remember to ask basic background questions (name, where they are from, etc.) if the 

interviewee is willing to answer: 

• Originally from Minneapolis, Minnesota and currently a 4th year student at UW-Madison 

• Major: Human Development and Family Studies 

• Also is a digital artist and graphic designer 

 

What inspired you to create your mural(s)?: 

• “The Revolution will not be televised” explanation by Gil-Scott Heron “going into how 

the big work done for communities is done behind closed doors” 

• Audrey Lorde quote attached to mural “Self care is not an act of self indulgence, it’s an 

act of self preservation which is an act of political warfare”.  Going into the ways a 

community fights and preserves itself to make their situation and circumstances better 

• To really fight against political warfare we must take care of ourselves first so that we 

can take care of others as well 

 

Were they done by yourself, or did you work within a team to create the mural(s)?: 



 

 

 

• Most of the mural was done by herself, but she did have two friends who helped her do a 

a few small things, over a span of 3 days.  It’s located on the side wall of the Overture 

Center across from the Orpheum theater 

 

What did you want your artwork to portray to those who came across it?: 

• Question on the mural will my healing be televised.  Are people’s healing and well being 

also a priority of the political action  

• Also wanted to make a piece of artwork that was very pretty and to really inspire 

different perceptions of the artwork 

• How are people being asked to do the work in bettering their communities without giving 

them the ability and space to heal themselves? 

• Goal wasn’t to make protest art, doesn’t feel like that’s her purpose as an artist “I wanted 

to create art with certain intentions and then listen to all the intentions people curate 

around that art” 

• Spoke on how it was really good to hear about how Black people from the community 

came and spoke about how they felt the art was theirs and a representation to them. 

 

What emotions and feelings arose from the protests that occurred both in Madison and 

nationwide? 

• Feelings of how close the death of George Floyd hit home because of being from 

Minneapolis and the effect of having her hometown in the national spotlight as a topic of 

conversation 



 

 

• Spoke on how she used her art on commission as to help during the protests and how she 

was able to convey her help without being able to actually attend the protests 

• Spoke on how the things that were destroyed, were built back right after like the Target 

became a Super Target after it was destroyed 

• Lives cannot be brought back but stores can be rebuilt 

• Emphasis on how monetary gain cannot be attributed to people’s lives 

• Only two options as a result of police brutality and systemic oppression are black people 

either get more upset or become more desensitized  

 

Did you have any reasoning behind where your mural was placed?: 

• City of Madison was in control of the location and placement of the murals and who 

designed them 

How has your experience of State Street shifted or been influenced by the murals?: 

• Didn’t like State Street before didn’t feel safe as a young black woman 

• Observe the aesthetic changes, but doesn’t feel any changes take place on State Street 

• “It feels strange to not feel change but see change” 

• Also was disheartening when the art that was created was used by people to simply 

protect the stores, almost like a disregard for the art that was created 

Are there any last remarks you want to make regarding the movement or the murals? 

 

Interview: Shiloah Coley 

Remember to ask basic background questions (name, where they are from, etc.) if the 

interviewee is willing to answer.: 



 

 

• Shiloah Coley, from South suburbs of Chicago, pursuing masters in fine arts and studio 

art at American University, also works to make the arts more accessible to incarcerated 

people and teaching artists who are doing restorative justice work 

What inspired you to create your mural(s)? 

• Usually she creates art for her and her family or her own lived experiences, but as a 

public mural she didn’t want her art to focus on that this time.   

• The artwork wanted to focus on Aiyanna Stanley Jones who was murdered by police 

when she was 8 and Cameron Tillman who was killed by police when he was 14.  “I 

wanted to reimagine them if they had the opportunity to grow up”  

• They were the inspiration for the piece but people didn’t need to know it was Aiyanna 

and Cameron she wanted to confront the viewer by the images by two young black 

people 

• Also had posters put up about the two children as well to help educate the viewer on her 

artwork 

 

Were they done by yourself, or did you work within a team to create the mural(s)?: 

• Did the work by herself for the most part and had two people assist in the creation 

process.  The project took about 3 days for her to complete the mural 

What did you want your artwork to portray to those who came across it?: 

• “My goal was for the emotional response people had to be more reflective of the person 

themselves rather than the artwork itself.  So whatever the artwork inspire in you that’s 

something that you have to deal with.” 



 

 

• She wanted people to critically think and be challenged by the presence of Black 

teenagers, but at the same time be comforting for Black family and something they would 

be able to take in and make their own 

 

What emotions and feelings arose from the protests that occurred both in Madison and 

nationwide? 

• This didn’t need to happen for us as Black folks to know that this is going on at the 

moment 

• Her emotional response was all over the place and it was a lot to comprehend specifically 

Black trauma 

• Hard to consume all the media being thrown at you at one time.  

• Post apocalyptic feeling occurring in Chicago and the closings of different places such as 

gas stations  

• Had a feeling that Black people’s rights were up for debate within the world at the time 

and it was really putting Black people in awkward spaces and spots politically 

 

Did you have any reasoning behind where your mural was placed?: 

• Placed on the Overture Center and the organization in charge of making the murals 

assigned her that spot 

 

How has your experience of State Street shifted or been influenced by the murals? 



 

 

• It was super exciting to see the artwork implemented within the Madison community but 

at the same time it was really sad that this it what it took for a project for this nature to 

occur 

• First time she had ever seen that many Black artists in Madison 

• The community feeling that was created in making the murals was really warming and 

inspiring 

• As people continued to view the art, was how did people take the art and use it to make 

changes in the way they approached different things within their day to day life 

• One question that Shiloah brought up and posed is “Is it the artists responsibility to lead 

people to action” She doesn’t believe so and that’s why her art and interaction with art 

extends beyond that going back to her work with incarcerated people 

 

Are there any last remarks you want to make regarding the movement or the murals? 

• When the artwork was done an image that sticks out to her was a Black woman with her 

2 kids with all her luggage and it was crazy to watch people ignore and rush past her 

while she struggled on the street to view or observe the murals that are talking about the 

very things that she is going through.  So the disconnect that is presented there 

 
  



 

 

Conclusions / Discussion 

 The data that we gathered from our project mainly focused on the emotions and 

perspectives of individuals while experiencing the murals and State Street. Interpreting this data 

was mainly performed by observing the various trends that we saw in the survey and interviews 

that we conducted. Within our data, we were able to find specific trends that we wanted to 

explore and try to examine what they mean to our research.   

 Most of our analysis of the survey responses used crosstabs to help discover trends within 

multiple questions. The first cross tab that was examined cross referenced race and whether 

people felt that they experienced State Street differently due to the murals that appeared in May 

2020. The baseline that we were able to observe from this graph is 37-40% of the races 

predominantly selected “no” as to whether they noticed changes on State Street; however, we 

found that there was a larger number of Black individuals who did not notice any change on 

State street. This was the only race that was above 50% for this category. This can be for a 

variety of reasons, but this trend is extremely specific and helps in understanding how people of 

different races may perceive the space differently. Another thing of note that we found regarding 

this question was the largest population to choose that they did observe a difference was the 

Latinx population. 91.7% of Latinx individuals stated that they saw a change on State Street. 

These two observations we noticed were not what we were expecting but it has challenged us to 

try to draw conclusions for why it ended up working up like this.   

 The second cross tab that we looked at used one of the same questions (whether people 

noticed the ways that State Street has changed), but cross referenced it with the age of the 

participants. One of the trends that were able to see from this is as age increases, more 

individuals stated that they were not experiencing any changes within State Street. This can be 



 

 

for several reasons, one being that older individuals were more subject to live farther from State 

Street and thus noticed less change, another might be older individuals spend less time on State 

Street. This was something that we wanted to note of significance and highlight within our data.   

This information also ties into another crosstab which examines the frequency that people 

went to State Street with the amount that they experienced change. What we saw is one of our 

more predictable conclusions from our research.  This is that as you went to State Street more 

often, people tend to experience the various changes that occurred. The less a person goes to 

State Street, the less they will notice and observe. This and the above graph have a possibility of 

being intertwined together. 

 The way that we wanted to analyze our open response questions of our survey was to 

create word clouds that can emphasize the different themes and categories that are prevalent 

within the responses that we received.  The first word cloud used responses from the open-ended 

question, “Has your view on State Street changed since the creation of the murals?” and 

uncovered interesting results. The largest and most repeated feeling that was shown within the 

responses was sadness, which is not something that we really expected to see within our data. 

We have concluded that when people observe the murals, they not only saw the images of the 

murals themselves and the beauty of them, but also the pain and injustice that occurred leading 

up to their creation. People commonly referred to the injustices of police brutality and systemic 

racism as one of the things that is brought to the forefront of their emotions when they are 

viewing the murals. This is one of the reasons why the words that are prevalent within this word 

cloud are very different, because of the variety of ways people are viewing and experiencing 

State Street and the murals. Some people simply see that artwork and that is really all they see., 

others are experiencing the trauma and the circumstances that lie behind the murals and really 



 

 

feeling the pain that is being portrayed by the artwork. These distinctions really get at the crux of 

the statement that everyone experiences a space the same and that each person’s perspective is 

made up of their own experiences. While a large portion of the people who participated in our 

survey were able to appreciate the beauty of the murals, not everyone looked beyond the beauty 

and saw the underlying issues that came from this artwork.   

Figure 5: Word cloud responses for question, “Has your view on State Street changed since the 
creation of the murals?” 

 
The second word cloud that we created highlighted another important aspect of our 

research which is how State Street operates as a hub of the community within Madison. This 

word cloud used responses from question, “What feelings or emotions arise as you observe the 

murals on State Street?”.  One of the terms that was used, described State Street as a “social 

center” and that is what lies at the heart of that word cloud. Just like what was discussed above, 

one of the major aspects of the second word cloud was the beauty and aesthetics, but people 

experienced the change at a deeper level than just how State Street looked. Some people felt 

more comfort and welcomed because of the murals, a few felt the murals were terrible, and some 



 

 

felt represented at a level they had not felt before.  People had very real interactions with State 

Street as a space within Madison and observing how this differed from person to person was 

major.   

Figure 6: Word cloud responses for question, “What feelings or emotions arise as you observe 
the murals on State Street?” 

 
 An important aspect of our analysis of the murals and State Street was how it worked to 

portray the Black experience. The murals themselves were peering into the tragedies and 

violence that has constantly been done to Black communities, but along with this there was also 

a series of flyers and posters that highlighted different Black historical figures who are not as 

prominently known. These posters and murals that exhibit the Black Experience can be seen in 

one of two ways, the first being to showcase of Black history and knowledge and try to show the 

various successes that Black people have had regardless of the circumstances and hardship that 

they have faced. The second would be to draw awareness to the lack of knowledge that people 

have and to reveal to people their own ignorance of what is and has been going on within this 

country and around the world for centuries.   



 

 

 Our interviews really gave us a look into the artists point of view and how they felt 

regarding the murals and the changes that they either did or did not feel.  Some of the key points 

that were made within the interviews was the lack of change the murals really brought about 

themselves.  Both interviewees spoke out about the ways they felt the murals were examples of 

real change occurring within the Madison community and more specifically on State Street itself.  

They did however both talk about the process of creating the murals as a community feeling and 

were very proud to provide Black people for works of art that they can believe is theirs and have 

really strong ties to because that is something that was lacking for the Black community prior to 

this.  They both also spoke a lot about not necessarily having specific emotions or feelings that 

they wanted to spark within people, but rather focused on a story they were trying to tell and 

whatever people felt after that was more on the viewer as opposed to the what they were 

creating.  It was also really interesting to look at how their responses and reactions to the protests 

were really rooted within where they grew up and the ties they had between the two.  Overall the 

interviews were very helpful in understanding an getting a very specific point of view and really 

helped us understand the results that we got from our surveys more as well.   

  



 

 

Future Research 

This research project was performed within one semester, which is an extremely short 

period of time especially for this type of research. The data that was collected in this project is 

simply a baseline for future research and projects. There are a variety of ways this research can 

be expanded upon and can heighten our analysis and figure out the underlying reasons behind the 

data that we collected. 

Exploring our survey in more detail and allowing more time for more responses would 

aid in understanding the individual experience on State Street. Specifically, how people 

interpreted the murals could be compare to the demographics of the responses. This would allow 

us to really look at who simply saw the beauty and artistic expression of the murals and who took 

a deeper look into what this meant and the feelings that inspired this work. We are also still 

conducting interviews to help us understand the emotions and feelings behind the murals that the 

artists had and seeing how that was conveyed within the murals.  Knowing the deeper emotions 

that people had while observing the murals it would be highly beneficial to see if this aligned 

with the messages the artists wanted to convey. Adding certain questions to really attack these 

trains of thought would also be beneficial to understanding how people experienced the 

murals. Questions that uncovered how people experience the art as standalone items or whether 

they are getting a deeper meaning would also help us differentiate the ways people are 

experiencing State Street as a space. All these tactics would be highly effective in helping us 

narrow down and understand the data that we gathered and what it means to our research 

question.    

In addition to reworking our survey and interview questions, we would also like to pay 

more attention to the flyers that were hung up that called attention to historical Black figures and 



 

 

experiences. Understanding the motives and spatial relevance would have helped shape how we 

approached our project.  We were able to collect a wide variety of data but being more targeted 

with our questions to highlight these specific questions would go a long way in strengthening our 

research and giving us a deeper look into what we were looking at.   

One final example of future research is performing spatial analysis of the physical 

location of the murals. We planned to perform a viewshed and semiotic analysis on the murals 

that filled State Street but do to time constraints of this project, we were never able to get this 

process started. Performing a viewshed analysis on the murals will uncover any physical 

geographic patterns that exist within the murals. This analysis could help explain why certain 

murals stayed on State Street, why murals are clustered in certain areas, and do specific murals 

get more attention and traffic around them because of their geographic location? The outcomes 

of doing future research on our project are endless and we hope that other scholars use our 

research as a baseline for future progress of understanding our sense of place.  

  



 

 

 

Appendix 

Figure 7: Final base map of State Street with all 80 mural locations 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Figure 8: Zoomed in map of 100 block of State Street 

 

 



 

 

 

 Figure 9: Zoomed in map of 200 block of State Street  

 



 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10: Zoomed in map of 300 block of State Street 



 

 

 

Figure 11: Zoomed in map of 400 block of State Street 

 

 



 

 

 

Figure 12: Zoomed in map of 500 and 600 blocks of State Street 

 

 
 
 



 

 

Dataset of all 80 murals documented: An excel file can be provided upon request 
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