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graffi ti of all kinds and document a people’s his-
tory of rebellion from the grassroots. In a strik-
ing example of the latter, Banksy created 
Walled Off Hotel in 2017, a hotel fi lled with pro-
vocative work, offering the “worst view” in the 
world: the 400-mile-long wall that runs along 
the West Bank, dividing Israel and Palestine. 

Banksy’s efforts bore the stamp of his singu-
lar mind from the start. A girl holding a balloon 
seems to fl y out of a wall. A street fi ghter is 
poised to hurl a Molotov cocktail, but his deadly 
arsenal turns into a bouquet of fl owers. From 
anti-war polemics to turf wars between the 
haves and have-nots, Banksy holds up a mirror 
to our turbulent times. Maria Popova, the cura-
tor of Brain Pickings, admits that in spite of 
what may seem to be his “ego-driven prank(s)”, 
Banksy “challenges our relationship with art 
and makes us question.”

STREET STYLE
Although Banksy has described painting on 
walls as “low-level dissent”, he did turn it into a 
proactive instrument of radical protest. He in-
spired a younger tribe of graffi ti artists, includ-
ing Delhi-based Daku, to harness the form’s 
power. Not only did Banksy use art to revolt 
against oppression, he used it to highlight the 
foundations of capitalist greed on which the 
business of art thrives. 

As opposed to art preserved in temperature-
controlled museums and galleries, Banksy’s 
work is left around carelessly, serendipitously, 
exposed to the elements. It ambushes the view-
er in alleys and on street corners, and inside 
mouldy subways and dilapidated buildings. 
Depending on the beholder, his art either quali-
fi es as vandalism of public property or shines 
for its ingenuity.

While many of Banksy’s works have often 
been scrubbed clean by civic authorities, some 
have survived at the insistence of the public. 
Since 2001, he has organised his own versions 
of ‘exhibitions’. From the streets of London to 
West Asia, the world is his playground. Banksy 
has invaded the bastions of high art and got 
away with it—in 2004, he hung Mona Lisa 
Smile, his emojifi ed take on the iconic master-
piece at the Louvre in Paris. 

Although Banksy’s art belongs to everyone 
and no one, he has, at times, sold some of it 
through a cheekily named front called Pest 
Control. And while he may be the only ‘street 
artist’ to command exorbitant prices, he hasn’t 
sold out to the market. In 2007, for instance, he 
painted a scene where buyers are seen haggling 
over a work that has one withering sentence 
in it: “I can’t believe you morons actually buy 
this shit.” 

Last year, at a Sotheby’s auction, as soon as 
the gavel came down after the sale of his paint-
ing, Girl With Balloon (2006), for a record price 
of $1.4 million (over 9 crore), it slid out of the 
frame and proceeded to shred itself. Banksy 
later claimed to have fi tted a shredder into this 
work. Just when the elite ecosystem of art buy-
ers and sellers were feeling smug about owning 
a Banksy, the artist of the people defl ated their 
mood with one revolutionary pinprick. ■ AL
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(Clockwise from top) One 
Nation Under CCTV 
(2007) London; Devolved 
Parliament (2009); Mona 
Lisa Smile (2004)  


