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Former Brooklyn Vandals Learn to ‘Paint Straight’ 

By Samuel Newhouse, Brooklyn Daily Eagle 

JAY STREET — “You got any blacks?” says a teen sketching in his notepad. His friend drawing nearby rummages around for a black Sharpie and hands it over. But when the teen uncaps the magic-marker in order to embellish his tag, he realizes that marker is out of ink, too. 

“Yo, get me another black!” he says. 

These Brooklyn teens came together through “Paint Straight,” a probation program for juveniles charged with graffiti offenses. The artwork that they created drawing on notepads and canvases instead of subway cars and alleyway walls was displayed at a Brooklyn Family Court art show this week. 

“My mother used to throw my markers and crayons out the window,” said Ralph Perez, president and founder of “Xmen Crew” and co-founder of Paint Straight. “Maybe if she hadn’t, my stuff could be in the Louvre right now.” 

Along with his co-founder Tynneal Grant, Perez created the Paint Straight program to help artistic teens avoid risky and illegal behavior. Perez knows that the artistic impulse to tag graffiti can lead to trouble. “Graffiti took me to lots of dark places, because I had to run the streets to do it,” Perez said. 

Teens in the program would come to Brooklyn Family Court every Wednesday for class. They learned about the risks of illegal graffiti, as well as the career potential for those with artistic abilities that are properly harnessed. 

But mostly, they labored over recreating their “tags” or signatures on canvas. 

Christian, 20, from Bensonhurst, was in the program last year, and he returned this year as a mentor. “I was trying to be showing, not teaching,” he said. “You have to draw. You have to have your own ego and your own swagger.” 

Jesus Merced, a 16-year-old from Bushwick, said he’s been an artist since he was 9 or 10. He said he got busted doing graffiti in a subway station with his brother and sister. 

“If it probably wasn’t for this program, I’d probably still be out there doing it myself,” Merced said. “It’s cleared up my whole perspective — doing it with pride, maybe making money from it.” 

The graffiti art will continue to hang in the courtroom of Brooklyn Family Court Judge Lee Elkins. “It’s certainly going to brighten my day, every day,” Judge Elkins said. 

Former graffiti artist and Fort Greene native David Villorente, who made his career as a columnist and author writing about graffiti, came to speak to the kids. 

“Since the dawn of history, man has had the inclination to write his name on walls for others to see,” Villorente told the teens, saying that his generation “had to define it” by establishing graffiti as an art form. This was the second cycle of Paint Straight, said Grant. And only one kid from the first cycle has been re-arrested for graffiti, she said. 

A big part of the program is encouraging teens to realize that their artwork could help them find a career. Department of Probation officials at the art show were feeling positive. Probation Officer Alexander Browne was all smiles around the teens he supervises. 

“It’s all about redirecting their energy to the positive from the negative,” Browne said. 


	


1

