Paper Mache for 2-20-26 by David Read
There is a lot going on this weekend. On Saturday, the Sutter Theater Center for the Arts hosts our annual Scholastic Art & Writing Awards program, where hundreds of students from seven counties have submitted creative work for consideration. That same day, the Sutter County Museum, in collaboration with the Marysville Japanese American Citizens League, presents its annual Day of Remembrance, honoring the 125,000 Japanese Americans, most of them U.S. citizens, who were incarcerated during World War II. It’s a powerful reminder that art, history, and civic reflection often intersect. You can attend either of these events free of charge.
Speaking of art that challenges assumptions, have you ever thought you understood an artist, only to have that understanding completely transformed? For me, that artist is Banksy. I received a book about him a few years ago and knew the basics, but during a recent trip to San Diego, I visited “The Art of Banksy, Without Limits” exhibition and was struck by the depth and breadth of his work. Seeing so many pieces together was both eye-opening and thought-provoking. Emerging from the underground graffiti scene in Bristol, England in the 1990s, Banksy developed a distinctive stencil technique that allowed him to work quickly, often under cover of night. His anonymity has become central to his mystique. By rejecting celebrity culture while becoming one of the most famous artists alive, he critiques the very systems that commodify art and elevate artists to brand status.
Banksy redefined where art can live and who it is for. Rather than limiting his work to galleries, he places it on city walls, bridges, barriers, and abandoned buildings, all public spaces accessible to anyone. His art interrupts daily life. Commuters encounter it unexpectedly. Tourists photograph it. Authorities attempt to remove it, often increasing its value in the process. In doing so, Banksy collapses the boundary between vandalism and fine art, forcing us to question who determines artistic worth.
Much of his work delivers sharp political and social commentary. His image of a masked protester throwing a bouquet of flowers, commonly known as “Flower Thrower,” turns an act of violence into one of hope. His stenciled rats mock authority while symbolizing resilience. Perhaps his most famous work, “Girl with Balloon,” shows a young girl reaching toward a drifting red heart-shaped balloon, evoking innocence, loss, and longing in one simple image.  Banksy’s themes include war, consumerism, inequality, surveillance, and immigration. He has created works along the Israeli West Bank border, drawing attention to geopolitical conflict. In “Dismaland,” his parody of a theme parks, he exposed the artificial optimism of corporate entertainment. Through satire and dark humor, he challenges viewers to question official narratives and cultural norms.
One of his most dramatic critiques of the art market occurred in 2018 at a Sotheby’s auction in London. A framed version of “Girl with Balloon” sold for over £1 million. Moments after the bidding ended, a hidden shredder inside the frame partially destroyed the piece before a stunned audience. Renamed “Love is in the Bin,” the artwork paradoxically increased in value. The act functioned as performance art and became a commentary on commodification. Even in shredding the work, Banksy demonstrated how the art market can absorb and profit from critique itself.
Banksy’s enduring relevance lies in his accessibility and immediacy. His visual language is clear, ironic, and emotionally direct. In a time of political division and digital overload, his bold imagery cuts through the noise. Anonymous yet globally recognized, subversive yet commercially successful, Banksy embodies the contradictions of contemporary art and compels us to look more closely at the systems shaping our world. Take a minute and do a search to see more examples of his art online. 
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