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“Do 
you 

feel 
that 

as an 
individual 

you’re in a 
position to take 

my message on and 
embrace it, and do 

you think that the 
art I’m creating is a good 

platform to socially converse 
with people about these issues?” 
It seems the roles have reversed in 

my interview with British painter Louis 
Masai, and with the shoe firmly on the other 

foot, he is the one asking questions. Why? Well, 
as it turns out, the multidisciplinary artist is 
incredibly determined when it comes to raising 

awareness of the devastating plight of 
endangered species. With the 

prospect of 50% of the 
planet’s species going 

extinct by 2050, it’s no 
wonder that he 
wants to make 

sure he’s 
effective 

in doing so 
when lives, 

quite literally, 
depend on it.

Plight 
of the 
bumble
bee

Words by Lydia Veljanovski
Photos by Horta Do Rosário 
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Masai isn’t just asking questions, he’s working 
to be part of the answer as well. Having 
always loved painting rare species, it was 
upon realising that ‘rare’ was more or 

less synonymous with ‘endangered’ that he decided to 
embark on what is now a fully-fledged artistic career 
that is solely dedicated to giving a voice to the voiceless. 
Masai paints animals whose fates are threatened as a 
result of corporate greed, mass ignorance and inaction. 
The endeavour to give a voice to endangered animals 
has taken Masai around the world; from Malawi to 
Brooklyn, East London, the Andes, and beyond. 
However, despite his tireless efforts to bring these 
messages of ecological conservation to every far-flung 
street corner, Masai isn’t keen on calling himself an 
activist. “An activist is someone of elevated importance,  
which I don’t think I am, or some hippy in a tie-dye 
shirt, and I’m not that either,” he insists. “I’m just a 
real person doing real things about something I care 
about.” Regardless of the label, Masai has been relentless 
when it comes to furthering his message. Ultimately, 
he considers himself a storyteller. “Who is going to 
speak up for a rhino, a cheetah, an elephant or a bee?” 
he implores. “They can’t communicate. You can’t go 
to them and ask them how they’re feeling or if they’re 
pissed off [that] their brothers and sisters have been 
wiped off the face of the planet.”
As Masai’s practice evolved into a ‘call to arms’ on 
behalf of the world’s at-risk species, there is one creature 
in particular that has accompanied Masai on his travels 

and is now a defining and uniting feature across his 
ever-growing body of work: the bee. As part of his 
‘The Art of Beeing’ project, Masai’s large and colourful 
paintings of the tiny insect deck the walls of various 
cities across the world; refusing to be ignored, squashed, 
or swatted away. The world’s bee populations are under 
threat and, whether we like it or not, this affects every 
last one of us. According to the UN Environment 
Program, “of the one hundred crop species that provide 
ninety per cent of the world’s food, over seventy are 
pollinated by bees.” That said, Masai uses bees across 
his body of work not just to bring our attention to their 
plight, but to their innately cooperative instincts and 
behaviours. He considers their presence in his work 
as part of a “call to action [for] humanity to be more 
solidified as a community,” and to counter extinction as 
a global issue with global ramifications. 
In recent years, Masai’s depiction of endangered animals 
– from the yellow-legged frog to the island fox – have 
started to take on a toy-like appearance. Partly as a 
means to appeal to younger generations, and partly as 
a visual metaphor for what is yet to come. “If a species 
is dead and gone then what’s left of it?” he asks. “Toys, 
relics, souvenirs, photographs, documents… that’s it.” 
Accompanying these toy animals are the humble worker 
bees, tirelessly sewing their patchwork bodies together; 
preserving and caring for them. Again we’re reminded 
that this is a collective issue, suggesting that if each of us 
make a small contribution and work together, we might 
be able to repair and restore nature’s rich tapestry.
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Don’t be fooled by their teddy bear-like appearance; 
Masai is not attempting to ‘mollycoddle’ the delivery 
of an urgent message. Although there are often small 
messages that accompany the murals (i.e. ‘Only 
15,000 jaguars remain in the wild’ and ‘Coho salmon: 
endangered since 2005’), Masai believes that preaching 
is counterproductive, bordering on reverse psychology. 
Much in the way that “if someone tells me to use 
blue, I’m not going to use blue,” Masai insists that he’s 
against explicitly telling others what to do. 

He’s aware of the potential to be written off as just 
“another eco-warrior, tripped-out, middle-class 
white person telling me something I don’t need 
to know.” He prefers to garner public interest by 
letting his art speak for itself, so that he can raise 
the profile of these animals in a way that’s nuanced 
and worthwhile.
Whilst painting in the public domain can be 
effective in terms of exposure, it is not without its 
limitations. Nonetheless, the ephemeral nature of 
street art is synonymous with Masai’s message: just 
like his subjects, these paintings could be here today 
and gone tomorrow. The same goes for vandalism, 
which he considers, in light of his training as a fine 

artist, part of a contextual framework. 
“If someone ‘bombs’ over my work, they 
are adding context to the reason why 
I’m doing the work in the first place,” he 
explains. “There are only so many of these 
species left, and they’ve just gone and 
destroyed my painting. They are part of 

my art now. They’ve just highlighted the fact that the 
destruction is destruction by humanity.” 
An ironic extension of this metaphor came into play 
last year when McDonald’s used Masai’s work in 
an advertisement without his permission. For the 
artist (a vegan), this was not only an extension of his 
contextual framework as it applied to destruction at 
the hands of corporate greed – this time, a line was 
crossed. After his complaint was met with widespread 
support, the fast food chain removed the video, and 
despite encouragement to take legal action, Masai was 
not interested. “Why on earth would I want [their] 
money?” he queries. The exploitation of street art is 
somewhat inevitable in Masai’s eyes, or as he puts it: 
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Not wanting to ‘preach 
to the converted’, 

Masai wants to target 
the everyday person 
on the street instead.

“Painting in the public is free and everything 
that is free, some capitalist will [eventually] 
take advantage of. End of story.” 
However, one of the advantages of street 
art as a decidedly public platform lies in 
the opportunity to wield social media 
as a tool to connect with an even wider 
audience. Masai documents his artworks for 
his 18,000 Instagram followers and often 
writes hashtags on his murals to take the 
discussion from the wall to the web. The 
egalitarian aspect of street art appeals to him, 
for he’s able to reach a diverse audience. Not 
wanting to ‘preach to the converted’, Masai 
wants to target ‘the everyday person on the 
street’ instead, who might then take a photo 
of his artwork, upload it to another public 
domain, and make it accessible for people all 
over the world. 
That said, Masai isn’t entirely convinced of 
social media’s potential as a positive force 
for change. “What are the side effects? We 
are losing our ability to communicate,” he 
maintains, quoting a marked increase in 
anxiety, decrease in empathy, and a lack 
of contact with the natural environment 
as some of his top concerns. Moreover, he 
is alarmed by the cult status of celebrities 
taking priority over serious world issues, 
something which his work has dealt with 
in the past. His Last of My Kind series 
documented critically endangered birds 
with reference to deceased musicians.  
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Ultimately, Masai’s work is concerned 
with the continuous promotion 
of enduring issues, not just the 
sensationalisation of short-term ones. 
Causes are often approached with mass 
virility, then dropped for the next big 
thing. “I grew up in the eighties knowing 
the rhino was critically endangered 
and needed urgent attention. Thirty 
years later it is even worse off. Why 
has nothing been done about it? The 
generation that was my age when I was 
being told about that are now being told 
about plastic. If in thirty years time, we’re 
still not doing anything about plastic use, 
we’re screwed. That’s not a joke.” 
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It is with the future in mind that Masai 
persists, and he has chosen to focus on the 
capacity for positive change in the face of 
looming devastation. What drives him is the 
belief that “once you dip into information, 
you cannot unlearn it.” Whether you 
encounter his work on the street, on social 
media or in a gallery, his message has 
succeeded in reaching you – it’s what you 
choose to do next that matters. “The point 
of what I am doing is to light a flame,” he 
says. “Once that flame is lit, what are you 
going to do to pass on the ignition?” Taking 
cue from his beloved worker bees, this 
storyteller sure has his work cut out for him: 
cross-pollinating his message around the 
world, and creating buzz for the voiceless 
and the vulnerable.  ∆ 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


