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SUSTAINABILITY OF MURAL ART TREND IN THE
URBAN ENVIRONMENT: A REVIEW ON
LITERATURE

Muhammad Falihin Jasmi?, Izham Abdul Ghani?, Marina Abdullah® and Azrul
Bahaluddin

12,34 Faculty of Architecture, Planning & Surveying, Universiti Teknologi MARA, Cawangan
Perak, 32610 Seri Iskandar, Perak

Abstract

This paper presents a review on the sustainability of the mural art trend as one of the
approaches of public art integration in the urban environment. The methodology engaged for
this paper is primarily through a comprehensive analysis of secondary data from scholarly
articles, journals and academic publications. This study examines the pertaining issues that
occurred from the current inclination of mural art as a part of the city's identity enhancement,
which is then directed to the sustainability of the art pieces throughout the ages. This paper
underlines the challenges and determination in sustaining mural art and concludes that the
awareness, acceptance and effort from all relevant parties are crucial for this cause.

Keywords: mural art; public art; sustainability, urban environment

1.0 INTRODUCTION

Walking through the streets in the city centre offers various experiences, feelings and
perceptions for the pedestrians. Instead of mix development, architectural styles, landscape
designs, and people’s daily activities on the street, a series of mural paintings on the vertical
surface gives an altered ambiance and novel character to the public realm. Mural art or mural
painting becomes a trend in the urban environment as a part of the public art integration on the
building surface to enhance the city’s identity and beautification strategy (Mohd Fabian, 2010;
Muhammad Falihin & Nik Hanita, 2016). A lot of cities in Malaysia have adapted mural art
externally to the building surfaces and fagades, abandoned structures and public facilities such
as bus stops, toilets and LRT stations towards enhancing the aesthetic value and creating a
cosy atmosphere for the users. Most of the artworks stunningly capture the local essence in a
creative way while providing a new experience for the pedestrians to explore the city’s layout
(Sitiawan, 2010; Syamimi, Siti & Norizan, 2016). Mural art is regarded as a public art involving
sculptures and decorative facades that enriches the appearance of the urban setting and
potentially reduces crime rates at the back lanes whilst encouraging a sense of pride and
‘ownership’ within the community (Erickson, 2015; Siti Rasidah, Azrul & Khalilah, 2016).

Present studies acknowledge that mural art is a prospective tourist attraction that tells the
city’s history and cultural diversity through an imaginative and artistic approach (Sitiawan,
2010; Mohd Fabian, 2010; Motoyama & Hanyu, 2014). The issue of the sustainability of mural
art is significant to be concentrated as ‘art’ is valued as an important factor towards
showcasing Malaysia's unique wonders, attraction, cultures and heritage in the form of two-
dimensional (2-D) and three-dimensional (3-D) artwork (Tourism Malaysia, 2017). ‘Art’ is
perceived as the main catalyst for the growth in tourism and culture sectors locally and
internationally (Ministry of Tourism and Culture Malaysia, 2015). Besides, a critical factor in
tourists' decision about what to see is the uniqueness of the object of which the site or scene
must be out of the ordinary, and mural art is appealing to this new class of tourists who are
looking for a distinct gaze (Urry & Larsen, 2011; Yan, et al., 2019). Nevertheless, from recent
studies, the challenges of incorporating mural art in the city concern the issues of poor quality
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artworks and materials, the lack of artistic knowledge, the community's participation, and
constructive cooperation of the related organisations, besides there being no specific groups
assigned to manage those artworks (Shunmugam, 2006; Muhizam, 2008; Mohd Fabian, 2010,
Muhammad Falihin, et al., 2018). The inattentiveness of suitable maintenance and absence of
specific guidelines for art in the city perhaps lead to the vanishing of artworks against the time
and the rise in vandalism issue in several places. Therefore, this paper focuses on the
sustainability of those art pieces towards ageing, challenges, determination, and the prospects
of mural art for long-term benefits based on the analysis of secondary data from scholarly
articles, journals and various academic publications.

2.0 LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 Integration of Mural Art in Urban Setting

Human civilisations have been interacting with nature and shifting the environment to fulfil
their needs towards a better quality of living. These changing actions encompass activities
such as constructing roads and cities, developing agriculture, advancing communications
systems and technology; which also have undesirable impacts on the biosphere (Taylor &
Caldarelli, 2004). Consequently, the rapid development of a city transforms the environment to
accommodate the demand and supply of the populations. The urbanisation process makes the
city a 'melting pot' that has a mix of cultures, beliefs and heritage (Blandy et al., 1998 (If

mentioned first time, include all authors).; Syamimi et al., 2016) Hence, the
community starts to showcase its perspectives and voices out its desire through expressions of
art. According to Sanchez, Vinueza, Izurieta and Rey (2020), 'community art' is a strategy used
to develop collaborative projects, reevaluating the mediating nature of art. This kind of art
incorporates methods in which the artist and the community collaborate in creative meeting
spaces, including mural painting. Schneller et al. (2019) urged the direct involvement of people
in artistic processes to assist them in acknowledging their connections to nature and how
distinctive activities modify the existing environment. The integration of mural art in an urban
setting emphasises the interaction of humans with their natural, social, and spiritual
environments (Sanchez et al., 2020). Therefore, community engagement, the process of
creating art, the educational and advocacy components of art are essential as its visual impact
(Blandy et al., 1998; Schneller et al., 2019).

The word mural originated from the word 'murus' from Latin, meaning 'wall'. It begun since
30,000 years BC through the discovery of prehistoric drawings on the walls of caves in
Altimira, Spain, and Lascaux, France with actions drawings and religious hunts (Adika, Arvino
& Aryo, 2012; Siti Rasidah et al., 2016). The mural seems to have similarity with graffiti; the
difference being graffiti refers to a form of the composition of colours, shapes, and writings on
a wall and is illegally done by the public (Kanan & Pruitt, 2002; Siti Rasidah et al., 2016). The
difference between a mural and graffiti is illustrated in Figure 1.

E— RAAR
Figure 1: (a) Mural at commercial building, River of Life Kuala Lumpur;

(b) Message graffiti at back lane, Kuala Lumpur
Source: Google Image (2020)
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Mural painting can be classified as a public art of community artworks, instead of another
typology of public art such as artworks of remembrance, expressive artwork, efficient artwork,
and technology-related artwork (Portland Public Art Committee, 2009; Tyler, 2013; Nurul Izzah
et al., 2014; Muhammad Falihin et al. 2016). It plays a substantial role to enrich a city's image
and identity, promotes a sense of place, provokes social change, and raises the desire for
investing in areas where public art is positioned (Hamilton, Leslie, & De Longh, 2001).
Additionally, stunning mural art attracts people to an area, increases its value whilst invoking a
sense of pride in the neighbourhood (McCarthy, 2006; Syamimi et al., 2016). Motoyama et al.
(2014) agreed that mural art intends to make the public realms more attractive and more
valued, either done by the public or private sector. Compared to whole city planning, the
integration of mural art is closer to the public because of its human scale (Motoyama et al.,
2014; Syamimi et al., 2016). Nonetheless, there are several issues and challenges regarding
the sustainability of mural art in the urban environment, which will be highlighted in the next
section.

2.2 Sustainability of Mural Art; Its Common Issues and Challenges

Mural art can be read in several different ways and its uses are to beautify the city or
celebrate its commemorating event and do not necessarily enjoy universal consensus (Sharp
et al., 2005; Gartus, Klemer & Leder, 2015). On that statement, academics, artists, social
agents, policymakers, and the community are usually not discussing the same subject at all
(Zebracki, Vaart & Aalst, 2010). One possibility is to see artworks as unique and autonomous
objects (Gartus et al., 2015). Landscapes with mural art were perceived as having higher
complexity, less typicality and less coherent than the scenes without mural art (Motoyama et
al., 2014). Gartus et al. (2015) and Chang (2020) concluded that art is not always perceived in
the same way depending on the visual context, but also on individual differences. The level of
education and awareness of the public has some influence on the perception and acceptation
towards mural art (Muhizam, 2008; Mohd Fabian, 2010; Muhammad Falihin et al., 2018).
Thus, the combination of an art style and the context of its presentation should be considered
carefully to suit the local context and community.

The elements of culture and heritage of the locals which are translated into the mural art
will effectively enhance the aesthetic value (Syamimi et al., 2016). All parties involved in the
mural art project are precise on the vision of the artwork's theme and try to evade any sensitive
issue. However, some of the artwork did not represent the area, although it has a significant
value to remember. Referring to Figure 2, some of the artworks in Laman Seni Seksyen 7,
Shah Alam, were not sensibly done and lacked awareness of local distinctiveness.
Correspondingly, the community artwork at Bishopsgate, Kuching did not give any momentous
impact to the memoir of the lane that is renowned with products of carpentry and tin crafts.
Consequently, it is vital for the participants involved in any public art project to ensure the
artworks suit the space and its narration.

Figure 2:(a) Insensitive 3-D mural installation at Laman Seni Seksyen 7, Shah Alam
(b) Community artwork at Bishopgate, Kuching
Source: Google Image (2020)

The vandalism issue is a never-ending story. It has been broadly defined by Van Vliet
(1992) and Bhati and Pearce (2017) as an act of intended human aggression that is effectively
anti-social, which does not necessarily invoke criminal charges, which results in damage to or
loss of property. Recently, artwork from local artists, Muhammad Suhaimi, Abdul Hadi and
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Muhamad Firdaus that commemorates the national heroes during COVID-19 pandemic on the
wall at Shah Alam, Selangor had been vandalised by irresponsible people with harsh words
using spray paint. The mural portraits of the Yang Di-Pertuan Agong, the Prime Minister,
Ministers and the Malaysian Health Director-General were then recoated with white paint to
avoid any further controversial issue. Two individuals, believed to be women, were detected
from the closed-circuit television (CCTV) camera recording of a nearby shop and this incident
would be investigated for committing mischief and provoking peace through intentional insult
under the Penal Code (Timboung, 2020). Nevertheless, the same artists in collaboration with
local authorities painted a new mural with the same portraitures on the gigantic vertical wall.
Hence, the placement of the mural art installation is crucial to avoid any vandalism issue
instead of the immoral human behaviour that is challenging to be resolved.

Figure 3: (a) Portraits of National Heroes at Shah Alam, Selangor
(b) Repainted process

Source: Gooale Image (2020)

3.0 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
3.1 Determination of Mural Art’s Sustainability

Human perception and acceptance towards art in the city, the quality and significance of
applied artwork and vandalism problems need to be underpinned towards sustaining those
mural arts. The integration of mural art is a process, wherein art takes up a deliberate position
in different actors' conceptualisations of an area. Here, as stressed by Selwood (1995), artists,
as well as other professional groups or communities, should be equivalently capable of serving
broader interests and consider the universal perspectives to accommodate the entire level of
human being. Indeed, one should challenge the statement that contemporary mural art
practice is more likely to be informed by the individual artist's interests (Zebracki et al., 2010).
On the other hand, the awareness among inhabitants needs to be boosted with an effective
and continuous promotion of art in the city programme by the related stakeholders. In line with
Zheng (2017), mural art and citizenship have a twofold relationship: citizenship education and
enhancement of citizenship rights.

Chang (2020) emphasised the legalisation of art in public spaces, the role of government
regulations and the response of artists towards state sanctions are fundamental in current
urban settings. Extending community art projects at the neighbourhood level is associated with
the function of mural art as a tool of empowerment, a non-aggressive weapon in the fight for
citizenship, human rights, and social justice (Lacy, 1995; Goldbard, 2006; Zheng, 2017). It
should reflect the local distinctiveness and enhance the spirit of the place or genius loci
(Motoyama et al., 2014; Syamimi et al., 2016; Muhammad Falihin et al. 2018). In that case,
any proposal of artwork needs to be filtered in detail to suit the inherent context and character
of the locality. Thus, local authorities play important roles to enforce this practice towards
avoiding any irrelevant artwork that hints at sensitive substance.

Siti Rasidah et al. (2016) claimed that mural art is one of the public arts that is believed to
help prevent crime in an area. Conversely, vandalism is one of the crimes that is tough to cope
with. To secure the norms of behaviour and the nature of activity possible within a location, it is
indispensable to have clear, unquestionable control over what can occur there. In such
surroundings, criminals will notice their possibility of detection is greater and the chances to
escape once a crime is committed more limited (Crotts, 2003; Bhati et al., 2017). The body of
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knowledge recommends intervention approaches such as protection and avoidance, external
control, deterrence, education and social programs, and criminal justice system for serious
misbehaviours (Thompson et al., 2012). Additionally, it appears that the diversity of public
space functions becomes a potential agent of change in these moralising installations
(Cucuzzella, Chupin & Hammond, 2020). Taking these highlighted matters into account, the
placement of mural artworks in the urban areas is vital to avoid any possible vandalism acts.

4.0 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
4.1 Prospective of Mural Art for Long-Term Benefits

As briefly mentioned earlier, the common issues and challenges of integrating mural art in
the urban environment needs operative determination towards sustaining those arts for long-
term benefits. It is significant to sustain those artworks for long-term benefits of economic,
environmental, social and cultural aspects as listed in Table 1.

Table 1: Long-term benefits of mural art in urban environment

Authors, Year Long-term benefits of mural art in urban environment
Zebraki, et al., Mural art enhances economic activity: attracting and increasing investments in the
2010 arts; improving economic regeneration conditions through creating richer visual

environments; boosting cultural tourism; creating employment for artists,
encouraging public—private partnerships; and up scaling land values.

Motoyama, et al., Mural art work as resources for tourisms to activate featureless provincial cities,
2014 contribute to improve city life and its image.

Siti Rasidah, etal.  Mural art acts as an alternative to activating the lost space in an urban area that
2016 consequence towards the quality of life in the city.

Yan, et al., 2019 Mural art that presents the community heritages is appealing to the tourist market;
add value to heritage sites; boost tourism industry.

Chang, 2020 Mural art is not just about aesthetically improving urban identity, place making
and claims to space.

Sanchez, et al., Mural art that depicted elements relating people’s identity to the ecosystem

2020 helped reconnect them with nature and reminded them of their responsibility to
conserve it.

Source: Zebraki, et al., (2010); Motoyama, et al.(2014); Siti Rasidah, et al. (2016); Yan, et al., (2019);
Chang (2020); Sanchez, et al.,(2020)

5.0 CONCLUSIONS

Across the discussion throughout reviews of literature in this paper, it can be concluded
that the highlighted topics of this study are interdependent. In conclusion, the presence of
mural art trends can contribute to improving the excitement of city spaces and enriching
desirable characteristics to benefit in diverse dimensions. Mural art projects are complex
collaborations as they should involve many parties such as art experts, urban planners,
economists, sociologists, political scientists as well as citizens towards sustaining those
artworks and constantly profiting the community and the environment. Nevertheless, future
research should emphasise on a comparative study on how mural art could effectively
influence the current diversified urban settings both locally and globally.
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