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a
s an advertising tactic, the hand-paint-
ed outdoor sign is largely a thing of 
the past. Save for the so-called “ghost 
signs,” like the faded Coca-Cola ad that 

survives on the façade of 60 Grand Street in Soho, 
hand-painted signs are few and far between. In 
the past few years, however, dozens of large-scale 
painted ads have been popping up all over town. 
Many of these ads are the work of Colossal Media, 
a nine-year-old Williamsburg company that is re-
viving the craft. 

Nowadays the vast majority of ads are done 
on vinyl, which became the faster and cheaper 
industry standard. These ads get printed and 
hung up on billboards unceremoniously like 
wallpaper. Meanwhile, the Colossal team has 
been hard at work turning blank city walls into 
pieces of public art. Colossal’s artists—a unit of 
painters known as “wall dogs”—range from old-
time sign painters to reformed graffiti artists. 

They have spent their lives suspended above 
the streets, painting larger-than-life images 
onto the sides of buildings. To execute a mural, 
they start with a scaled version of the original 
artwork, map it out on a grid, and then use an 
electrical-current pen to trace over the image, 
burning holes through the paper. Then a crew 
of about four men uses a block-and-tackle rig-
ging system of manual pulleys to maneuver 
scaffolding around the wall, painting with 
charcoal, rollers, and brushes. 

The craft is passed down like legend, with 
rookies shadowing the old dogs for up to two 
years, watching and learning the painstaking 
process. “It’s the same way Michelangelo did the 
Sistine Chapel,” remarks one painter in the 2010 
documentary Up There. “He made patterns, he 
used charcoal, and mixed his own paint. There’s 
no easy way to do it, that’s the way it is. As soon as 
I get onto the scaffold—I’m up there, I’m at ease.” 

Colossal Media is the largest hand-painted 
mural and outdoor advertising company in the 
United States. They hand-paint over 300 walls 
a year and have the know-how to paint any 
size sign in perfect photorealistic detail. Jus-
tin Thomas Kay, the creative director of Daily 
Note, and his team at design agency Double-
day and Cartwright spearheaded the full cam-
paign for the Red Bull Music Academy, part of 
which Colossal put onto walls that loom large 
over the city. Seeing their creations at such a 
scale was intense, Kay says. “You get so used 
to seeing large-scale printed billboards that 
seeing your work rendered by hand creates 
an unexpected human connection. You are 
used to that sort of application on a smaller 
art level, but something so massive creates an 
interesting connection. Something about it be-
ing literally hand-painted makes it feel epic.” 
 -Olivia gRaham
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Colossal Media 
revitalizes the art 
of sign painting.


