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Martha Cooper in her studio, New York 2018 

Martha Cooper in her studio, New York 2018  “1977, the Bronx was burning down. No one really wanted to write that graffiti was an interesting 
thing. But I don’t want to shoot something that’s done with permission.”   
It’s an outlaw art. That’s what makes it thrilling.” – Martha Cooper 

 

MARTHA - SYNOPSIS  
Martha Cooper is an unexpected icon of the street art movement - a tiny, grey-haired figure 

running alongside crews of masked graffiti artists.  

In the 1970’s, as the boroughs of New York City  burned, she worked as a photographer for 

the New  York Post, seeking images of creativity and play where  others saw crime and 

poverty. As a result, she captured some of the first images of New York graffiti, at a time when 

the city had declared war on this new culture.  Martha and her co-author Henry Chalfant 

compiled these images into the book Subway Art. However, the commercial failure of the 

book forced Martha to leave graffiti behind, moving on to document many other hidden 

cultures of New York. 20 years later Martha discovers she has become a legend of the graffiti 

world - a culture that has now exploded into a global movement. Subway Art became one of 

the most sold - and stolen - art books of all time, photocopied and shared by graffiti artists for 

decades.  

At 75 years of age, Martha finds herself navigating a culture vastly changed. The small community 
born from struggle and adversity, has grown into a commercial industry fueled by the rise of 

social media. Now every new piece of street art is immediately uploaded, and crowds line up for 



selfies in front of popular works.  Martha struggles to find her place in this new world, driven by 

a passion for capturing the creativity that helps people rise above their environment.  

 

 

Martha Cooper in Alphabet City 1978, photo by Dan Brinzac. 
Martha Cooper in Alphabet City 1978, photo by Dan Brinzac 

 

MARTHA - DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT  
 

The serendipitous way in which this film came into existence is not unlike the way in which 

Martha came to produce her defining work in Subway Art.  Like Martha, I was in the right 

place at the right time - a woman, a filmmaker, one of few directors with the relationships 

needed to properly access the graffiti world, and a personal connection to Martha developed 

by working alongside her to document street art and graffiti around the world.  

As a photographer, Martha’s consistency and perseverance over her five-decade career has 

forged enduring relationships with many of her subjects.  Every interviewee - from graffiti 

writers in Berlin to curators in New York City told me the same thing – “anything for 

Martha”.   

The world in which Martha Cooper began her career, prior to the information age, is 

unrecognizable today, and never to be repeated. This film, and Martha’s fame, arrive at a point 

in history where the value of photographic documentation is at risk of becoming diminished 

even as it becomes more popular and accessible.  



 

 

In telling Martha’s story this film seeks to examine the way we document and broadcast our lives, 

whether through the application of spray paint to a train carriage, posting a selfie online, or by 

publishing a historic book. At the core of the human condition is a need to proclaim our 

existence, to say “I am here”. This is what drove the first graffiti artists.  

 

The time has also come to address the fact that senior women remain a gravely 

underrepresented demographic in media. Martha: A Picture Story is an affirming and inspiring story 

of a trailblazing woman still very much in her prime at the age of 75. I believe that Martha’s 

story  can work to dispel some of the myths of what it means  to be an older woman and send 

a strong message that  women deserve to remain relevant, important and  worthy of visibility, 

regardless of their age.  

I hope this film can offer some lessons about blazing your own trail, reassuring our audience that 
it’s never too late for your true life to begin. I hope that the audience can find inspiration in 

Martha’s story, and be encouraged to look deeper, closer and more softly at the world around 

them.  

 – Filmmaker Selina Miles  
 

“The time has come to address the fact that senior women remain a gravely under-represented 
demographic in media. Martha: A Picture Story is an affirming and inspiring story of a trailblazing 
woman still very much in her prime at the age of 75.”  - Selina Miles 

Os Gemeos and Marth Cooper in New York 2018 



MARTHA - KEY INFORMATION 

 

 Martha Cooper is one of the most adored and influential members of the street art 

world yet almost unknown outside of it, perhaps ‘the most iconic photographer you’ve 

never heard of ’.  

 
 Her book Subway Art is the ‘bible’ of graffiti and is widely considered to be one of the 

most stolen books of all time.   

 

 This is director Selina Miles debut feature, a bold expansion of her previous work in the 

art community which includes the viral street art video ‘Limitless’.  

 

 Many of the subjects in the film are some of the largest names in the street art world, 

highly regarded or hugely popular, such as Shepard Fairey  (Obama ‘Hope’ poster), 

OSGEMEOS and 1Up Crew.  These artists and many more have painted tributes 

to Martha on city walls or as private works.  

 

 Much of the film takes place in New York (where Martha lives) and Baltimore (her home 

town). Martha’s iconic street photography is of emblematic of her love for these places.  

 

 The film also provides an illicit glimpse into the graffiti world of Berlin and New York,   

showing visceral footage of illegal graffiti being plastered across cities’ trains and subway 

tunnels.  

 

 The creative team includes executive producer Jennifer Peedom (director of Mountain, 

Sherpa),  cinematographer Michael Latham (Ukraine Is Not A  Brothel, Casting Jon Benet), editor 

Simon Njoo (The  Babadook, The Nightingale), story consultant Davis Coombe (Chasing Coral, 

Chasing Ice) and producer  Daniel Joyce (Barbecue).  

 

“Martha: A Picture Story functions as testament to a female artist who broke new  pictorial 
ground highlighting a grassroots art movement that was later embraced by  mainstream culture, 
while remaining steadfast to be recognized on as more than just a  graffiti photographer.”   

– Felix Endara, Tribeca Film Festival 

 

 



BIOGRAPHIES 

MARTHA COOPER  

Martha Cooper is a documentary photographer who has specialized in   
shooting graffiti, street art and architecture for over forty years. In the   

1970s, Martha worked as a staff photographer at the New York Post.   

During that time she began to document graffiti and b-boying, subjects   

which led to her extensive coverage of early Hip Hop as it emerged from   

the Bronx. These photos, published worldwide, helped make Hip Hop the   

predominant international youth movement it is today.  

Martha’s first book Subway Art (with Henry Chalfant), has been in print since1984 and is 

affectionately called the “bible” by graffiti artists. Her  subsequent books include, R.I.P.: 

Memorial Wall Art, Hip Hop Files 1980 - 1984, We B*Girlz, Street Play, New York State of Mind, 

Tag Town, Going Postal, Remembering 9/11 and Tokyo Tattoo 1970. She lives in Manhattan but 

can frequently be found at street art festivals worldwide.  

Martha’s work has been exhibited in museums and galleries worldwide   

and published in numerous magazines from National Geographic to Vibe.   

Recently Martha has been shooting an on-going personal project comparing   

neighborhoods in Baltimore, U.S.A. and Soweto, South Africa. She is   

presently working on a book with 1UP, a notorious graffiti crew in Berlin.  



SELINA MILES  

 

Director Selina Miles works extensively in digital online production and the   

global street art movement. Her style of energetic and vivid direction has   

brought her acclaim in that space - her short ‘hyper-lapse’ video Limitless  

became a globally recognised rendition of graffiti art, garnering over 12   

million views on YouTube. She extended her examination of the street   

artist at work with her online series The Wanderers, in 2017. Her current   

production Martha: A Picture Story has developed out of her unique access   

to this global art movement, merging immersive storytelling with bold   

direction to create a distinctive feature documentary.  

DANIEL JOYCE  

 

Producer Daniel Joyce is a leading Australian producer of feature   

documentaries. His most recent feature Barbecue was released globally by   

Netflix in 2017. His previous documentary work explores sites of social   

tension and personal ethics with projects such as Meatwork, Murder Mouth   

and Maddie Parry: Tough Jobs for the ABC (Australia). His current production   

Martha: A Picture Story, directed by Selina Miles, is premiering at Tribeca Film   

Festival in 2019. 

 



 
MARTHA - CREDIT LIST 

 

“MARTHA: A PICTURE STORY” 

A documentary by SELINA MILES 

Presented by SCREEN AUSTRALIA 

A PROJECTOR FILMS production 

In association with THE SOUTH 

AUSTRALIAN FILM CORPORATION and 

CREATE NSW 

Cinematographers SELINA MILES, MARCUS AUTELLI 

- additional cinematographer MICHAEL LATHAM 

Edited by SIMON NJOO 

- co-editors SIMON PRICE, SELINA MILES 

Sound design & mix by LACHLAN HARRIS 

Original music by ADIT GAUCHAN & VINCENT GOODYER co-

producer BETHANY BRUCE 

Executive producers JENNIFER PEEDOM, MATT BURKE, 

JOSH BRAUN   

Produced by DANIEL JOYCE 

Directed by SELINA MILES 

 

 


