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Abstract   
People often paint graffiti-like messages on the plywood used to cover windows 
and doors during a hurricane.  But, ‘hurricane graffiti’ is more than just idle 
spray-painting.  These landscape inscriptions and markings capture shared 
history, release emotions of fear, hope, and anger, and offer up prayers for 
leniency and relief.  Hurricane graffiti provides practical information for 
neighbors, rescue workers and insurance adjusters, but more importantly, 
advertises community resiliency, territoriality, and desperation in the face of 
looters, gawking tourists, and Mother Nature.   
 
In this paper we begin to systematically document the functions and themes of 
graffiti written by coastal residents and business owners in the southeastern 
United States during the 2004 and 2005 hurricane seasons.   One hundred 
photographs containing graffiti were obtained from image searches on Google 
and the AP/AccuNet Multimedia Archive, which holds some 500,000 current 
and archived photos taken by Associated Press photojournalists.  Several major 
discursive themes emerged from our analysis of the collected photographs.  
 
We believe that hurricane graffiti is a potentially valuable indicator of 
psychological needs, social tensions, and environmental attitudes within 
communities stressed by winds, storm surges, financial difficulties, and 
frustrating interactions with government agencies.   We suggest that these 
messages represent a strategy for coping with the storm and its aftermath—a 
means of being heard as claims to place are marginalized by weather and 
policymakers.   Cultural expression, in the form of hurricane graffiti, not only 
helps us understand the impact of storms on southern landscapes and people, but 
may provide managers with important new knowledge about populations and 
their propensity to evacuate.  Hazard planners might then turn plywood writings 
into useful planning tools.   
 
Importance of Hurricane Graffiti 
Plywood-covered windows and doors is one of the most visible signs of 
hurricane preparation.  Surfaces that protect against flying glass and debris 
during a storm also serve as canvases for hand-painted graffiti.  People 
sometimes paint practical insurance information on damaged homes and 
businesses or messages to loved ones, friends, or potential customers.  But 
people also write these messages while coping with disasters on a deeper 
psychological level.  Feelings and language that are unacceptable in ordinary 
social life often come to the surface.  The practice is not limited to hurricanes, 
but occurs in a variety of natural hazard settings, including tornadoes, floods, 
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and earthquakes.  Hagen and her colleagues (1999) refer to this type of 
landscape inscription as “catastroffiti.” 
 
Despite the ubiquitous and evocative nature of disaster-related graffiti, few 
scholars have established its legitimacy as a form of public expression or 
inventoried the various forms and functions of these inscriptions within 
communities.  This is not to suggest, however, that scholars do not recognize the 
important role language plays in shaping people’s attachments to and 
representations of place (Tuan 1991; Barnes and Duncan 1992).  Geographers 
have long conceptualized the landscape as text, recognizing the multiplicity of 
messages that can be read from the visual scene (Duncan 1990).  Gade (2003) 
used the term “scriptorial landscape” to refer to signs, banners, graffiti, and 
other public inscriptions visible on the landscape.  Their significance includes 
not just the obvious, surface messages, but also their deeper symbolic meanings.  
“When reading a text it is important to be aware of not only what the writer 
intends in terms of representation, but also what the writer inadvertently 
communicates” (Shurmer-Smith 2002, 130).   
 
Hurricane graffiti almost certainly is a mechanism for coping with and 
countering feelings of isolation and powerlessness in the face of uncontrollable 
disasters.  One of the few disaster-based graffiti studies was done by Hagen and 
her colleagues (1999).  They found that victims of the 1997 Red River Valley 
flood added reflective text and drawings to government-mandated tags on 
property for community disposal.  People expressed frustration associated with 
recovery efforts and challenged government interpretations of the disaster.  The 
graffiti helped residents cope by providing a means to recreate community 
solidarity.  Hurricane graffiti reflects a vernacular form of landscape expression, 
reflecting the views of a single homeowner, business operator, or citizen rather 
than authorized messages from government officials or the mass media.   
 
Hurricane graffiti also says much about the larger surrounding social and 
ideological context.  Bruno and David (2002) argue that graffiti is “an assertion 
of a right to be-in-place” and “a resistance to sociogeographical exclusion.”    
Ley and Cybriwsky (1974) analyzed landscape inscriptions made by teenage 
gangs in Philadelphia and found that they used graffiti as a way to delineate turf 
ownership or areas of control, identifying zones of tension and social change 
within communities.  Adams and Winter (1999) found gang graffiti in Phoenix, 
Arizona to be more than simply marking territory, but a complex system of 
discourse reflecting the social hierarchy, networks, and relative strengths of the 
gangs themselves.   
 
Discursive Themes 
Several major discursive themes or ways of talking about hurricanes were 
evident after visually analyzing the collected graffiti images.  Hurricane graffiti 
as (1) history, (2) defiance, (3) desperation, (4) territoriality, (5) intertextual 
humor, and (6) prayer.   

376



 
History – In communities frequently threatened by hurricanes, property and 
business owners use plywood coverings more than once, creating a historical 
record of vulnerability as well as resiliency and occasionally defeat.  One 
Daytona Beach motel owner followed a long series of named hurricanes on the 
plywood in front of his establishment with a “FOR SALE” message!   
 
Defiance – Graffiti often is used to express defiance against the threat of the 
storm.  Pensacola business owners in 2005 wrote “We ain’t Scared.  We are 
ready for Dennis,” and “We beat Ivan.  We’ll beat Dennis.”  Personifying the 
hurricanes, “You don’t deserve the hospitality of our home, Ivan,” brings the 
storm down to size.  Some graffiti messages use sexual references, such as 
“Blow Me Frances” or “Kiss my Frances.”  During the 2004 hurricane season, 
the owner of a bar in New Orleans spray-painted “We don’t run from 
Hurricanes.  We drink them.”  Such inscriptions may indicate a willingness to 
ride out the storm rather than evacuate or seek shelter and may influence broader 
public perceptions of the hazard.   
 
Desperation – People inscribe messages out of a sense of desperation, to 
document their degree of isolation and exclusion or to plead for rescue or 
restoration of utilities.  “Enough is enough” was written over earlier storm 
graffiti in Florida.  “Spare us Dennis” and “We Surrender” probably raise public 
concern about the potential danger.   
 
Territoriality – Much like gang graffiti, hurricane messages reaffirm boundaries 
and reflect territoriality in the face of looting.  “Looters will be killed.”  “U 
LOOT U DIE.”  “Looters beware.  U will C God.”  Several messages targeted 
trespassers and sightseeing tourists.  One sign asked tourists to donate $50 rather 
than simply gawk.  These inscriptions reveal particularly acute areas of tension 
and may help recovery specialists avoid actions that precipitate conflict.   
 
Intertextual Humor – People use easily retrievable ideas and images within their 
surrounding culture to frame experiences and communicate meaning.  
Intertextual representations make a strange force of nature appear familiar and 
perhaps less threatening.  Hurricane Dennis’ approach spurred many 
comparisons to the cartoon character.  “Dennis Don’t Be a Menace” or “Go 
Away Dennis.  Mr. Wilson Isn’t Here.”  The plywood on a hair and nail salon 
read: “Could be a Bad Hair Day (Open Sat.?)”  Humor is at once both protest 
and acceptance and probably provides hurricane victims with temporary 
psychological escape and stress relief.   
 
Prayer – Mitchell (2003) examines the use of prayer as an adjustment for 
environmental crises and argues that documenting patterns in prayer is essential 
if hazard researchers want to understand cultural beliefs and public perceptions 
of disasters.  One restaurant in Alabama boarded up its windows with the 
directive “Everybody Pray!!”  Some express gratitude.  “God Saved Us All.”  
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When Hurricane Frances threatened Fort Lauderdale, Florida a store employee 
at the Lifeway Christian Store painted Bible verses (in Spanish and English) on 
the plywood.  Store management left up the boards as Hurricane Ivan 
approached, providing a billboard for customers to add their own favorite verses 
or encouraging words.   
 
Future Research Directions   
More theoretical and empirical work is needed to understand the full importance 
of cultural landscape expression during natural hazards such as hurricanes.  
First, we need to compile a larger database of graffiti images taken from all over 
the southeastern United States.   As a database, secondary news photographs of 
hurricane graffiti are overly selective in terms of amount, region, and content.  
Photojournalists are most attracted to inscriptions that communicate a sense of 
humor, poignancy or drama and tend to shoot in areas that are easily accessible 
or in cities deemed most newsworthy.  Authors are more easily identified and 
subsequently interviewed if researchers document the graffiti images first hand.  
Direct on-site collection of data is hindered by the hazard itself and the 
temporary nature of hurricane graffiti.  Most residents and business owners are 
eager to put the storm behind them, quickly removing the plywood to return 
light to their homes and reopen for business.   
 
Secondly, we need to move beyond simply interpreting visual images and talk to 
people about their hurricane experiences.  We need to “place” these inscribed 
messages within the lives and struggles of their authors and the broader 
community.  Why did they write such a message?  Was there a sentiment they 
wanted to convey, but decided against it?  Do they usually evacuate?  How do 
they feel about advice from the National Weather Service or local officials?  The 
audience for authors of hurricane graffiti can be on a national scale, unlike that 
for gang-related messages, making the inscriptions a more potent indicator of 
social discontent, political attitudes and underlying environmental assumptions.    
 
Environment and culture are inseparable, each transforming the other, and 
natural scientific knowledge alone will not produce effective public policy.  
Hazard research is beginning to bring together the concepts of ecological and 
sociological resiliency (Diamond 2005; Norton and Hannon 1997).  Both require 
a detailed knowledge of place – a foundational concept in academic geography 
and increasingly linked with environmental protection efforts.  Until the last few 
years, natural hazard research was largely conducted by physical scientists, 
engineers, and economists.  Yet despite warnings from scientists, people 
continue to build homes and livelihoods in harm’s way.  Our culture and social 
structure – attitudes about poverty or the environment, zoning and politics, and 
business demands – to a great degree determine whether or not hazards become 
disasters.  A thorough case study and development of a coastal cultural 
geography from hurricane graffiti can provide new and rich insights into place 
and community that will inform policy decisions on hazard response, land use, 
conservation efforts, and conflict resolution.   
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