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PRINTMAKING, POLITICS 
AND SOCIETY IN NEW DETROIT
Eno Laget
On a warm September evening in 2014 Lorraine MacBeth-
Underwood smiled and reached up to embrace her son 
Sean on the street outside Dell Pryor Gallery in Detroit’s 
Cass Corridor. “I always knew you were an artist,” she said. 
Sean Day, a hulk of a man who has worked as a produce 
truck driver in Eastern Market for many years, beamed and 
hugged his Mom. “Thank you for showing what I’ve always 
known was in him,” Lorraine whispered to me. 
Because of encouraging moments like this I began to 
understand my printmaking workshop, Two Blacks Studio, 
could add value to the community of Detroit. And so, Sean 
Day and four other amateur artists with no printmaking 
experience headed back inside the gallery to view the art 
they made for their very first art exhibition. For more than 
a dozen years Sean had been using his smart phone to 
capture sunrises from the cab of his delivery truck on the 
streets of southwest Detroit. A pre-dawn photo became 
the source and inspiration for a streetscape stencil print 
for the show. Sean’s print, a 36" x 56", multi-color stencil, 
required careful hand cutting of more than 10 layers of 
pin registered 0.005 mil Dura-Lar sheets, and sensitive 
application of spray enamel onto builder’s paper. 
Challenging Academia
Months earlier I had answered an open call for 
printmaking proposals for the Mid-America Print Council 
annual conference, sponsored that year by Wayne State 

University in downtown Detroit. My proposal, Street 
Knowledge: The Push and Punch of Pochoir, was a challenge. 
Teach amateurs with no art or printmaking experience 
how to make large scale multi-colored prints, on a limited 
budget, with no access to traditional fine art printmaking 
equipment or materials. Two months of teaching and 
curation produced two overlapping public exhibitions, 
a live demonstration of process during the conference, 
some wheat paste mischief on the street and five confident 
amateurs with skill to execute a portfolio of prints on a 
shoestring budget. 
This was just the beginning of exploring printmaking 
opportunities mostly outside established institutional 
norms. A mix of socially conscious art from other 
participants developed. Danielle Kaltz, a Detroit librarian, 
made multiple stencil portraits of a Detroit mother of five, 
civil rights martyr Viola Liuzzo for her assemblage, What 
Color am I? Why Does It Matter? Lebree Jones, an industrial 
designer, chose to reimagine a moment in the 1947 Joe 
Louis versus Jersey Joe Wolcott boxing contest. Louis was 
knocked down, but time and time again he got back up, 
an apt metaphor for our disinvested city now in super-
gentrification mode downtown. Ben Friedman, a producer/
videographer, appropriated a popular celebratory photo 
image from the 1984 World Series. His culture-jammed 
remake of Tiger Kirk Gibson celebrating the series win 
appeared as a stencil on a storefront window near Comerica 
Park where Detroit Tigers fans were passing by on their 
way to a home game. It was a simple yet arresting hijack of 
popular culture in support of Black Lives Matter after the 
shooting of Michael Brown in Ferguson.
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Hybrid Process
As an independent artist in Detroit I live and work outside 
the academic, fine art environment. My art practice closely 
aligns with artist, gallerist and author Martin Irvine’s 
assessment of contemporary visual culture. Irvine says, 
“For most artists today, street art is simply a shorthand 
term for multiple ways of doing art in dialog with a city in 
a continuity of practice that spans street, studio, gallery, 
museum, and the Internet.” The city, rather than the studio, 
is where the ephemeral form of my practice challenges the 
public and private regimes that control urban spaces.
It is commitment to social justice and enthusiasm for street 
art that more than a dozen years ago started me making 
large hybrid stencil wheat pastes on newsprint. This was 
the least expensive way to get up big on the street. Graphic 
arts experience with newspaper printing helped me realize 
that I could repurpose stainless steel register pins to quickly 
align stencil color layers for printing. These pins are mostly 
obsolete for commercial printing, hard to come by and 
expensive to buy new. Desperate for pins for teaching 
classes, I discovered that plastic drinking straws were the 
perfect diameter to fit a standard heavy-duty ¼-inch hole 
punch. For a few cents, register pins can be made from 
sections of plastic straw cut and taped to matboard tabs. 
Within my independent art practice, I have learned to 
appreciate the simplicity and versatility of the stencil 
process. While hand cutting stencils in layers is time 
consuming, the ability to work large format to produce 
cheap prints has fueled experimentation with the medium. 
Liberated from the width of rollers, length of press bed 
and messy cleanup of serigraphy, I have been able to print 

on coffee bean sacks, salvaged car hoods, t-shirts and skate 
board decks, almost any flat or semi-flat surface.
I have been using stencil printing as a way to explore art’s 
potential to transform society. In summer 2018, with 
generous support from ArtPlace America, an artist friend 
and I completed a grassroots creative place-making project 
in his northeast Detroit neighborhood. Walter Bailey’s 
Art Forest in Krainz Woods Park is a city authorized art 
park created inside a Detroit public park. Five wooden 
structures hold panels of art with 10 images that express 
neighborhood character and concerns. 
For this social practice project, large scale stencil portraits 
of current and historical figures form the backbone of 
a permanent display because of local history there. A 
line-drawing stencil of Sojourner Truth, a significant 
figure in women’s rights history, provided the outlines for 
neighborhood children to paint her portrait in full color. 
Her portrait borders the north end of Krainz Woods Park 
where the Art Forest is situated in this long-neglected 
section of the city. 
I now also use a more detailed version of the Sojourner print 
as a transportable interactive history lesson about housing 
discrimination in Detroit. I encourage people to engage 
and alter the art by writing their thoughts on the portrait. 
I believe there is tremendous transformative potential in 
creative activity. Art initiated, front-and-center conversation 
about the future of our neighborhoods puts the thriving 
downtown development, where more than 1,000 cameras 
monitor our every move, in striking contrast to some 
neglected city districts where a 911 call may take more than 
an hour to be answered if at all.
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Image Documentation
Walter Bailey’s Art Forest inside Krainz Woods Park, Detroit.
Women’s rights activist, Sojourner Truth, left, was painted by 
neighborhood artists on an outline stencil. Sojourner Truth 
Houses, a federal housing project bearing her name, sits on the 
south end of Krainz Woods Park.
Sean Day, novice artist and printmaker, feathers the sky of his 
multi-color stencil print with aerosol spray enamel. 
Sean Day, Fort Street, Detroit, 6 a.m, stencil print, 36" x 56", 2014
Danielle Kaltz, left, and Lebree Jones, right, paste up stencil art. 
Ben Friedman hijacked a famous Tiger’s World Series 
celebratory photo to make a statement about the death of 
Michael Brown in Ferguson. His stencil print Don’t Shoot on the 
window of Swords Into Plowshares Gallery, 2015
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Multi-color stencil making can be very time intensive. It 
requires thinking, planning and patience to work out a 
design before cutting can even begin. Designing layers 
for printing requires attention to detail and some deep 
thought to understand the complexity of the process. 
Strategic placement of islands and bridges to hold sections 
of imagery in place is a hard concept to visualize until 
you have to do it. Before layers are actually printed it is 
impossible to see all the decisions that have been made 
about where highlight, midtone and shadow edges will 
hopefully resolve into a pleasing mix of lines and shapes. 
Even so, a beautiful stylization of form and shape happens 
naturally when cutting openings for paint to spray through. 
For every novice stencil cutter, there is always a magic 
moment when, after the final sprayed layer is made, the 
full color image is revealed for the first time. Postponed 
gratification finds its reward is increased confidence. 
Children in particular come out of the experience as better 
problem solvers, and more capable of tackling the next 
complex challenge that comes their way.
Postscript: Hip, Hip, Hooray!
A little less than a year after Sean Day exhibited his 
streetscape stencil at Dell Pryor Gallery he woke up one 
morning unable to get out of bed because of intense 
pain in his hips. All those years of muscling produce on 
and off a truck had crippled him. I remember how Sean, 
sometimes with his son Sean Patrick along to help, would 
show up frequently to work on his stencil. It was always a 
slow go for him getting up the stairs to our second level 
workspace inside what was once the home of Lincoln 
Motor Car manufacturing in Detroit. The doctors could 
not understand how he had been able to walk at all over 
the past year. His hips were worn out, bone to socket 
grind with every step. Because Sean was out of work for 
many months and in danger of losing his apartment our 
novice crew of printmakers sprang into action, starting 
a GoFundMe campaign to help pay bills while he went 

for hip replacement surgery and rehab. He signed and 
numbered an edition of 10 prints of Sean’s Fort Street, 
Detroit. 6:00 a.m. With a contribution of $300 and above 
for each print, enough money was raised to keep him 
solvent for six months. Today Sean is walking with two 
brand new hips and he’s itching to get back in the studio.


