
Where on Earth are 
Banksy Paintings?

Bristol, England:

T   
he British graffiti artist 
Banksy likes pizza, 
though his preference in 

toppings cannot be definitively 
ascertained. He has a gold tooth. 
He has a silver tooth. He has a 
silver earring. He’s an anarchist 
environmentalist who travels 
by chauffeured S.U.V. He was 
born in 1978, or 1974, in Bristol, 
England—no, Yate. The son of 
a butcher and a housewife, or a 
delivery driver and a hospital 
worker, he’s fat, he’s skinny, he’s 
an introverted workhorse, he’s 
a breeze-shooting exhibitionist 
given to drinking pint after pint 
of stout. For a while now, Banksy 
has lived in London: if not in 
Shoreditch, then in Hoxton. Joel 
Unangst, who had the nearly 
unprecedented experience of 
meeting Banksy last year, in Los 
Angeles, when the artist rented 
a warehouse from him for an 
exhibition, can confirm that 
Banksy often dresses in a T-shirt, 
shorts, and sneakers. When 
Unangst is asked what adorns the 
T-shirts, he will allow, before 
fretting that he has revealed 
too much already, that they are 
covered with smudges of white 
paint.
   The creative fields have long 
had their shadowy practitioners, 
figures whose identities, whether 
because of scandalous content (the 
author of “Story of O”), fear of 
ostracism (Joe Klein), aversion 
to nepotism (Stephen King’s son 
Joe Hill), or conceptual necessity 
(Sacha Baron Cohen), remain, at 
least for a time, unknown. Ano-
nymity enables its adopter to seek 
fame while shielding him from 
the meaner consequences of fame-
seeking. In exchange for ceding 

credit, he is freed from the obliga-
tions of authorship. Banksy, for 
instance, does not attend his own 
openings. He may miss out on the 
accolades, but he’ll never spend 
a Thursday evening, from six to 
eight, picking at cubes of cheese.
   Banksy is a household name in 
England—the Evening Standard 
has mentioned him thirty-eight 
times in the past six months—but 
his identity is a subject of febrile 
speculation. This much is cer-
tain: around 1993, his graffiti 
began appearing on trains and 
walls around Bristol; by 2001, 
his blocky spray-painted signa-
ture had cropped up all over the 
United Kingdom, eliciting both 
civic hand-wringing and com-
parisons to Jean-Michel Basquiat 
and Keith Haring. Vienna, San 
Francisco, Barcelona, and Paris 
followed, along with forays into 
pranksterism and more tradi-
tional painting, but Banksy has 
never shed the graffitist’s habit 

of operating under a handle. His 
anonymity is said to be born of a 
desire—understandable enough 
for a “quality vandal,” as he likes 
to be called—to elude the police. 
For years now, he has refused to 
do face-to-face interviews.
   Having fashioned himself as a 
sort of painterly Publius, Banksy 

surfaces from time to time to prod 
the popular conscience. Con-
fronted with a blank surface, he 
will cover it with scenes of anti-
authoritarian whimsy: Winston 
Churchill with a Mohawk, two 
policemen kissing, a military 
helicopter crowned by a pink bow. 
Typically crafting his images 
with spray paint and cardboard 
stencils, Banksy is able to achieve 
a meticulous level of detail. His 
aesthetic is clean and instantly 
readable—broad social cartoon-
ing rendered with the graphic 
bang of an indie concert poster. 
Since street art is ephemeral, he 
occasionally issues books filled 
with photographs of his work, ac-
companied by his own text. 

“Every other 
art compared to 
grafitti is a step 
down.”
   He self-published his first three 
volumes, “Existencilism,” “Bang-
ing Your Head Against a Brick 
Wall,” and “Cut It Out.” His lat-
est, “Wall and Piece,” was pub-
lished by Random House and has 
sold more than two hundred and 
fifty thousand copies.
  As his renown has grown, 
Banksy has parlayed his knack 
for reducing ideas to simple 
visual elements into what a critic 
recently termed “red nose rebel-
lion.” He is both a lefty and a 
tweaker of lefty pieties. At a 
London antiwar demonstration 
in 2003, he distributed signs 
that read “I Don’t Believe In 
Anything. I’m Just Here for the 
Violence.” Later, he produced 

revisionist oil paintings (Mona 
Lisa with a yellow smiley face, a 
pastoral landscape surrounded by 
crime-scene tape) and, disguised 
in a trenchcoat and fake beard, 
installed them, respectively, in the 
Louvre and the Tate. For the Natu-
ral History Museum, it was Bank-
sus militus vandalus, a taxidermy 
rat equipped with a miniature can 
of spray paint. In 2005, Banksy 
travelled to the West Bank, where 
he painted the security fence at 
Bethlehem with a trompe-l’oeil 
scene of a hole in the concrete bar-
rier, revealing a glittering beach 
on the other side; it looked as if 
someone had dug through to para-
dise. Banksy sometimes satirizes 
even his own sanctimony. “I have 
no interest in ever coming out,” he 
has said. “I figure there are enough 
self-opinionated assholes trying to 
get their ugly little faces in front 
of you as it is.” Still, he posts news 
clips on his Web site, alongside 
video footage of successful stunts.

W 
hoever he is, Banksy 
revels in the incongruities 
of his persona. “The art 

world is the biggest joke going,” 
he has said. “It’s a rest home for 
the overprivileged, the pretentious, 
and the weak.” Although he once 
declared that “every other type 
of art compared to graffiti is a 
step down,” in recent years he has 
produced his share of traditional 
works on canvas and on paper, 
suitable for hanging indoors, above 
a couch. His gallerist in London, 
Steve Lazarides, maintains a 
warm relationship with Sotheby’s, 
authenticating Banksy pieces 
that the house offers for auction, 
and thereby giving Banksy’s tacit 
endorsement of their sale on the 
secondary market. In February, 
Sotheby’s presented seven works by     

Banksy in a sale of contemporary 
art. “Bombing Middle England” 
(2001), an acrylic-and-spray-
paint stencil on canvas, featuring 
a trio of retirees playing boules 
with live shells, was estimated to 
bring between sixty and a hundred 
thousand dollars. It sold for two 
hundred thousand. (“Bombing” is 
slang for writing graffiti.) Last 
month, a painting titled “Space 
Girl and Bird” sold at Bonham’s 
for five hundred and seventy-five 
thousand, a Banksy record. Ralph 
Taylor, a specialist in the Sotheby’s 
contemporary-art department, said 
of Banksy, “He is the quickest-
growing artist anyone has ever seen 
of all time.” Banksy responded 
to the Sotheby’s sale by posting a 
painting on his Web site. 

“I can’t believe 
you morons 
actually buy this 
shit.”
   It featured an auctioneer presid-
ing over a crowd of rapt bidders, 
with the caption “I can’t believe 
you morons actually buy this shit.”
Such antagonism goads people, as 
it is designed to.    continued pg 6...
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