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Banksy in Ukraine: How His Defiant Works Offer Hope
By Rachel Kerr, The Conversation, November 22" 2022

Art, in all its forms, has always been a powerful means of representing, resisting and remembering war.
And the Russo-Ukrainian War is no different, with artists responding powerfully to Russian aggression
through an explosion of artwork drawing attention to, and reinforcing, the resilience of Ukrainian people and
culture.

International artists have also joined in the effort. On November 11, graffiti artist Banksy posted a
picture to his Instagram of a gymnast doing a handstand, painted on the side of a building devastated by
shelling in Borodyanka, Ukraine.

A few days later, Banksy confirmed that he was responsible for six other artworks in Kyiv and other
cities across Ukraine, one of which appeared to take aim at Russian president Vladimir Putin, depicting him
being thrown by a child in a judo match. It is not much of a stretch to interpret the child as a symbol of
Ukrainian resistance.

Ukrainian messages of thanks and solidarity were posted to Banksy’s Instagram in response.

The destruction of culture and cultural heritage has been among the many alleged crimes committed by
Russia in Ukraine. In July 2022, Unesco reported damage to over 164 cultural sites including religious sites,
museums, historic buildings, buildings dedicated to cultural activities, monuments and libraries.

An early cultural casualty in Ukraine was the Babyn Yar memorial park in Kyiv, believed to have been
directly targeted by Russian forces as part of an erasure of Ukrainian history and culture.

In response, Unesco committed to the protection of cultural property as a priority. That commitment was
based on the conviction that: “Culture is an essential public good for society, and access to cultural life is a
basic universal human right.”

While art alone cannot change the dynamics or the course of the war in Ukraine, it can play an important
role in reinforcing and demonstrating the resilience of cultural life. Whether or not it can also play a role in
building peace and fostering reconciliation depends on its protection.

All of this points to important questions about the role of art and the responsibility of artists in times of
war, artistic representation of war and its horrors, art and the politics of resistance and the potential role of
art in building peace and fostering reconciliation.

Banksy’s artwork in Ukraine draws our eye to the devastation wrought by the Russian invasion. By being
painted on bombed out buildings, the images reflect how the experience of war disrupt the everyday,
juxtaposing the mundane with the extraordinary — a woman in curlers and a dressing gown also wears a gas
mask, children play on a tank trap seesaw.

Banksy’s intervention was warmly welcomed by Ukrainians, “hailed as a symbol of their country’s
invincibility” as part of a wider Ukrainian effort to leverage art as a powerful site of resistance and
demonstration of resilience.

The extent to which art might be able to contribute to peace and reconciliation is a question for later on. It
seems quite far removed from the grief, anger and defiance evident in much of the artwork created to date.

For now, as the response to Banksy’s artworks demonstrates, art in Ukraine serves as a site of expression,
of solidarity and a symbol of resistance. As the Ukrainian government expressed, such works are not
only “about blood, death, and destruction ... but also — about love, support, and hope”.



