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T he Banksy phenomenon is an alchemical fusion of oppo-
sites—a yin and yang of lowbrow and highbrow—that 
has seen street sensibility coupled with the public rela-
tions genius of Andy Warhol. And somewhere in the mix 

are the artist’s fans, critics, fellow creatives and plenty of art dealers.   
Banksy spray paints anonymous stencil-based works—subversive in 
their commentary—on the sides of buildings, walls, cars, abandoned 
factories and even canvases. People then spend tens of thousands 
of dollars cutting holes in the buildings to remove what the artist 
has left in his wake, just so they can auction the fragments on the 
secondary market for six- and seven-figure sums. Unsurprisingly, 
Banksy’s original works on paper are also highly sought-after. 

After years of operating anonymously, Banksy and his ever-
evolving PR machine continue to generate whirlwinds of hysteria in 
which the art world and general public seem happy to participate. 
Prior to a recent monthlong romp through New York, for example, 
Banksy’s website advertised an “artist residency” in the city and 
incited a media frenzy. The residency’s resulting works were almost 
immediately removed from walls—some only a day later—and 
saved for the highbrow art circuit; the likes of Brad Pitt and David 
Beckham now own original Banksy pieces.

Off the 
Wall

The prolific street artist Banksy is  
one of the most polarizing figures in  

the contemporary art world. 
BY GARY SINGH
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From the “Banksy 
Versus Bristol Museum” 
exhibition in 2009
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Paintings were found throughout Park City, Utah, prior to the Sundance world premiere of Banksy’s film, 
“Exit Through the Gift Shop” (2010). 
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More than a decade ago, Banksy held serious court in 
the street art community. Fans adored the flair with which 
he ridiculed crass commercialization. They appreciated 
his anonymity, his cavalier existence outside of public life 
and his honest attempts to circumvent the commodifica-
tion of art that continues as an extension of capitalism. 
His work existed solely on the street, for all to see and 
experience. It was clever, subversive and funny. It also 
proved enormously blasphemous to figures of authority: 
landlords and the police, plus parents, politicians and 
religious leaders. Because many of Banksy’s pieces existed 
illegally on private property, the works often disappeared 
at the hands of regulatory officials. Much of his portfolio 
has been destroyed, but part of street art’s allure is its 
potential impermanence, the inherent risk involved. That’s 
the point: Context is everything. 

Banksy has long since arrived at the threshold of the 
inevitable dilemma that all subculturalists who become 
famous must cross. That is, even while anonymous, he 
must handle praise from a society he originally rebelled 
against and refuted. Along with attracting legions of fans, 
he also has multiple books, an Academy Award-nominated 
documentary and a full-blown social media empire under 
his belt. Indeed, his marketing genius clearly places him in 
the same league as Warhol, the legendary pop artist who 
exhibited silk-screen prints of soup cans in museums. 

Banksy claims his anonymity began, like many a street 
artist, as a vehicle to avoid prosecution, but now he may as 
well claim to be his own anonymous branding consultant. 
His concealed persona facilitates a well-oiled PR machine, 
to the annoyance of longtime fans who now question his 
street credibility: How can someone so forceful in his sub-
version of the capitalist machine justify a now-established 
position at multimillion-dollar art auctions?

Rebel or Publicist
In 2000, Brian Eder and Cherri Lakey opened the Anno 
Domini gallery in San Jose, Calif., an underground, 
for-profit business located in a tossed-away industrial 
wasteland near the city’s main train station. Longtime 
aficionados of street art and graffiti culture, the two part-
ners staged monthly exhibitions in the space, where they 
also collected zines, operated a counterculture gift shop 
and even decorated parts of the interior with Banksy-style 
iconography. They were huge fans with no regard for the 
highbrow art world. 

“After the late ’90s we saw Banksy’s work here and 
there, and we’d heard there was a chapbook [of it that] 
was brilliant,” Lakey says. “We bought a couple [of] 
boxes of them [and] couldn’t sell them for two or three 
years. They just sat in storage.” 

Eder and Lakey negotiated with Banksy via email in 
order to bring him to San Jose for a solo show. Even 
though the artist still operated relatively under the radar 
at that stage, the show never materialized. According 
to the duo, Banksy demanded two round-trip plane 
tickets—one for him and the other for his manager—a 
stipulation Eder and Lakey couldn’t afford.

As part of the process, Banksy’s colleagues invited 
Eder and Lakey to Los Angeles that year for a small A 2007 Banksy mural depicts a painter at rest after taking creative liberty with street lines in London.
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show inside a house in the Silver Lake neighbor-
hood. Banksy himself was not among the guests 
Lakey says attended.

“We walked in and the bottom floor had these 
really pristine white canvases with stencils on 
them,” Lakey recalls. “I think the most expensive 
one was $250. I was thinking, ‘You know, I really 
like his stuff on the street. I don’t think I need one 
of these.’ ”

Today Lakey says she still feels that way, as do 
many of Banksy’s older fans. They enjoy his art when 
it’s on the street, in its intended context. In fact, the 
street-art aura may be the most important part of 
Banksy’s allure. During the artist’s self-proclaimed 
New York residency in 2013, he employed a street 
vendor to sell canvases stenciled with images of his 
well-known pieces for $60. The booth advertising 
“spray art” only sold eight canvases, and prices 
were bartered down to a total of $420 for the day, 
with one woman snagging two for the price of one. 

The experiment is a lesson in perspective: Strip 
away the hype behind the artist’s name and authen-
ticity of using cinderblock walls as backgrounds, 
and what’s left are simple stencils on white canvas. 

Banksy revealed his prank online, and the follow-
ing week, a vendor set up a nearly identical display 
in Central Park labeled “Fake Banksy” where all 40 
stocked canvases sold at the advertised price—$60.  

The occurrence reveals that Banky’s value now 
lies in the publicity he generates, an ironic twist 
of fate for the counterculture icon. The artist has 
been welcomed into the highbrow art circuit, and 
whether it’s the result of a masterful PR campaign 
or a newfound appreciation for stencil art doesn’t 
matter; the pieces have fetched millions of dollars 
at auction. 

This has created a conflict for followers. It’s not 
that fans are angry at the artist for selling out—they 
appreciate that he has managed to find a balance 
between gallery work and street art—but Lakey 

says the phenomenon of Banksy knowingly creat-
ing public works he intends others to remove from 
buildings, then sell in auction houses, means he’s 
complicit in orchestrating the hysteria. That’s no 
longer street art with an intrinsically subversive 
political message—it’s just “art on the street.” 

“The intention was that it should be out there on 
the street, for everybody,” Lakey says. “That’s part 
of it. So just leave it alone. … To see this change, 
this shift where he’s actually coordinating all of 
this, we’re just upset about that.” 

In New York, 3,000 miles across the country 
from Eder and Lakey’s space, German-born art 
collector and appraiser Stephan Keszler runs two 
upscale galleries—one on Manhattan’s Upper 
East Side and the other in Southampton—and 
now finds himself specializing in Banksy’s work. 
It was Keszler who coordinated some of the most 
recent high-profile auctions of Banksy pieces that 
others had removed from buildings. In 2008, 
one year after his Southampton gallery opened, 
Keszler staged one of the largest-ever exhibitions 
of Banksy’s works on paper. He got access to the 
collection on the secondary market and hadn’t even 
heard of Banksy at the time. 

“When I saw his work for the first time, on 
paper, I would almost say I fell in love with it,” 
Keszler recalls. “Because what he does is very witty, 
very smart, very beautiful. And the second thing 
I experienced [from doing that show] was that a 
lot of people were really excited to see those works 
because everything he did was rare at that time. I 
had thousands of people coming into my gallery.”

From there, the propaganda spiraled outward in 
every direction. People came to Keszler with more 
Banksy works, which sold abundantly. In 2011, 
Keszler played a role in salvaging the now-famous 
Banksy paintings from the West Bank, and in 
February 2014 sold the “Kissing Coppers” piece 
at a Miami auction. In the case of the West Bank 
works and “Kissing Coppers,” others cut the pieces 
from walls or buildings, then sold them to Keszler 
and his partners. Since 2011, Keszler has sold a 
dozen original Banksy pieces, unexpectedly becom-
ing the art world’s de facto Banksy expert and the 
leading source for original Banksy street works.

Keszler claims Banksy’s marketing genius is equal 
to that of Warhol, or should at least be placed in the 
same historical context. When Banksy unleashed 
global statements claiming that the pieces cut out 
from the walls could not be authenticated and  thus 
shouldn’t be sold at auctions, he named Keszler 
as one of the culprits. Whether understood by 
Banksy’s fans or not, Keszler believes the declara-
tion was an intentional marketing stunt.

“It was classic PR—PR to sell his works, his 
paper works, his prints and his canvases, through 
auction houses,” Keszler says. “And if you look at 
them, [as a] result of this, the prices have gone up 
three, four, five times in the last year.”
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In LA, Banksy painted over the last three letters of a sign that read “parking” and added an image of a girl on a swing.

FAMOUS FANS
Banksy has become a phenomenon who has gained both international applause and 
criticism. Included in his diverse fan base, however, are many celebrities who have made 
great effort to own the elusive artist’s original work.
KATE MOSS is a fan and muse—the artist completed a portrait of the model for her London 
home. Unfortunately, the piece was stolen in 2010. 
BRAD PITT AND ANGELINA JOLIE have spent millions of dollars buying Banksy pieces 
at auction. 
JAKE GYLLENHAAL’S mother allegedly went through a lot of trouble to find an authentic 
Banksy print to give the actor for his 30th birthday. 
Artist and entrepreneur DAMIEN HIRST’S personal art collection includes works from the 
street artist.
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“SPACE GIRL AND BIRD”
A painting of a young girl wearing 
headgear reminiscent of an old 
diving helmet was originally part 
of a series of works commissioned 
by British rock band Blur, for the 
2003 album “Think Tank.” The 
piece, which is spraypaint on steel, 
sold for $455,646—a number 20 
times its estimate—at a Bonhams 
auction in 2007.

“STOP AND SEARCH”
This stencil work was found on 
a butcher’s shop in the West 
Bank city of Bethlehem in 2007. 
Aspiring art entrepreneurs in 
Palestine removed the piece of 
concrete on which it was painted 
and paid the shop owner, who 
built a door in its place. The New 
York-based Keszler Gallery even-
tually stepped in to purchase it.

“SLAVE LABOUR”
This piece features a young boy 
at a sewing machine, churning out 
Union Jacks. Originally scheduled 
to be sold at a fine arts auction 
house in Miami, it was pulled from 
the sale at the last minute. Even 
after protests from the community 
in which it was found, the painting 
reappeared at a London auction 
in 2013 and sold for $1.1 million.

“LOVE IS IN THE AIR”
The image of a man throwing a 
bouquet of flowers has become 
one of Banksy’s trademarks, 
appearing both on the West 
Bank  barrier and the cover 
of the artist’s book, “Wall and 
Piece.” When a limited edition 
screen print of the image was 
auctioned at Bonhams in 2013, it 
sold for $248,776.

But what about the hordes of Banksy fans in the 
streets, the guerrilla provocateurs who claim the 
work should remain on the wall, not be cut out 
and sold at multimillion-dollar events? Weren’t 
these works supposed to exist for everybody? 

Keszler dismisses that argument. Rescuing 
Banksy paintings from a wall in the West Bank—
preserving and saving them as pieces of history 
and commentary on the times in which we live—is 
a noble effort, he says. If Banksy paints something 
on private property, it’s the property owner’s right 
to do whatever he or she wants with it.

“When Picasso went to his hairdresser, he painted 
portraits of her,” Keszler says. “He gave them to 
her as a present. It was his intention to make her 
happy. Years later—10, 20, 30 years—you don’t 
hear any complaints … that the work has been sold 
at an auction when it was originally intended for 
his cleaning lady or his girlfriend.”

The Banksy Legacy
Whether on walls, crumbling buildings, doors of 
automobiles or canvases, Banksy’s oeuvre has been 
elevated to the level of Warhol, at least according 
to Keszler. Marketing-wise and creatively speak-
ing, the anonymous hero belongs in history books.  

“He’s a genius, like Andy Warhol was, in PR,” 
Keszler describes. “Historians have said the real 
talent in Andy Warhol was more in marketing 
himself than in what he actually created. It’s not 
my opinion, but there are people that say this. And 

In true Banksy fashion, only two Bristol Museum officials allegedly knew about his 2007 exhibit prior to its opening.

they say this about Banksy. That his brilliance is 
not the highest kind of brilliance—he just stencils 
and then spray paints over [it]. But in my opinion, 
Banksy is in the league with Warhol and [Jean-
Michel] Basquiat, as an artist and [in] PR.”

Lakey still operates the Anno Domini gallery 
in San Jose, and she wonders why Banksy can’t 
simply come clean about the PR stunts. To her, 
he’s now in the same league as every duplicitous 
corporation that feigns sincerity by saying one 

thing while doing another. It’s more of a state-
ment on humanity than anything else, she muses; 
the commodification will probably never end.

“There was just this perfect storm for Banksy, in 
a lot of ways,” Lakey says. “He didn’t invent the 
stencil; he didn’t invent anything. But there was just 
a perfect storm of instantaneous worldwide rec-
ognition and the Internet. Warhol’s been dead for 
20-something years and … there needs to be a new 
art movement. We need a new one. It’s our time.” M

ANONYMOUS ART TO KNOW
Many of Banksy’s works no longer exist because they have been painted over or destroyed. Here are four well-known artworks  

attributed to Banksy that expedited his transition from street artist to gallery darling.


