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Bringing Banksy Back
An ephemeral artifact preserved in New Orleans 
thanks to the stewardship of hotelier, Sean Cummings
Summer 2019
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One of the fourteen buildings in New Orleans that anonymous British artist and activist, Banksy, 'embellished' with graffiti art was a warehouse co-owned by hotelier Sean Cummings and prime time actor-author Hill Harper. When Banksy adorned the building’s exterior with a stencil spray-painted scene, known as “The Looters,” the structure was slated for demolition, but Cummings halted the destruction to preserve and install this masterpiece permanently in the premier boutique hotel in downtown New Orleans, International House. 
The 10'x10', 1600-pound plaster wall, depicting two men helping themselves to electronics through a trompe l'oeil window during the upheaval following Hurricane Katrina, was salvaged and restored to its original state in a $50,000 restoration project, after being vandalized and painted over multiple times. The rare artifact had its final installation, Summer 2019, adjacent to a dedicated room that explores and interprets the creation, context, and remarkable rescue of the work. No other boutique hotel in the country welcomes the public to interact with such a rare artistic statement.
Banksy visited New Orleans in August 2008 – marking the aftermath of the Hurricane Katrina disaster at its third anniversary – and graced us with an ingenious perspective that inspired us to look at the city through the lens of his graffiti-eye. Only three of his fifteen murals survived and remain in the Crescent City. Says Cummings, “I love the spontaneity of street art. It's raw. It's passionate. It radiates counterculture disdain. It can be breathtaking, not just because it's unexpected, but because, at its best, it's thought-provoking, inspired, and, yes,
uplifting, even as dark satire.”

Restoration 

The Mural was first detached from the old warehouse wall and mounted on a reinforced support frame. It was then moved to the nearby New Orleans Crafts Guild, where "wet methods" of graffiti removal proved unsuccessful.    

While the panel was awaiting transport to another conservation studio, the Crafts Guild facility caught fire and burned to the point of total loss. 

"Some guardian angel was looking out for us," swears Cummings, "as the mural was leaning in an alley against the building, and though flames burned the crude wood frame, they didn't reach the piece itself." Cummings crossed the fire department's security perimeter to request that the crew treat the tarp-draped panel with care. Explaining why, he showed the nearest firefighter a photo of the mural, and to his amazement and relief, the man instantly recognized Banksy's work. "I’ve long been a great admirer of our amazing firemen in the NOFD, but wow, a street art buff too!" says Cummings, ever grateful to the firefighter who protected the mural for days, until it could be moved to safety; ironically, he remains as anonymous as the artist.

Michael Davidson of the Mississippi Stone Guild undertook the first effective round of paint removal.  Using a highly controlled mechanical method, he blasted a fine jet of plastic micro particles in precisely timed sequences to remove one layer of sprayed or rolled paint after another.   
Further restoration was then entrusted to Elise Grenier, an independent art conservator who divides her time between her native Louisiana and Florence, where she trained and helped preserve some of Italy's most treasured frescoes.  Her thorough analysis of the mural identified a number of areas to benefit from continued treatment, in order to improve the work's legibility and stability. Using both chemical methods and some very fine work with a scalpel to complete the cleaning, and selectively refining original details in compliance with the ethical standards of the American Institute of Conservation, Grenier restored the mural, not to its original pristine condition, but to "optimal legibility and consistency with the original intent."
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