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Fiona Banner interviewed by Patricia Bickers

Tooth
and
Claw
Patricia Bickers: My first reaction on walking
into the Duveen gallery during the installation
was – apart from ‘Wow!’ – a feeling of confusion,
as though I had walked into the wrong museum,
perhaps a natural history museum.
Fiona Banner: I do see these planes as part of
nature. The first time I saw a Harrier I was
walking in Wales, aged 7. It was a perfect
pastoral scene – then bang, it came out of
nowhere – and then it was gone. It was
totally overwhelming, so beautiful, but such
a monster. Both these models are still in
active service, so there is a sense that we are
implicated in them. They do not really
belong to another time, though they might
look like dinosaurs.

Fiona Banner
Harrier and Jaguar 2010
detail
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It is ironic that, because fighters and bombers
can’t fly over built-up areas, they fly over the
most peaceful parts of the landscape.
Air bases sited next to National Trust
properties – it makes a kind of sense. There’s
a sort of parallel between the idea of the
rarefied art object and the military object.
When I made Tornado Nude, which was
shown at Frith St Gallery in 2006, I upended
the left wing of a Tornado and inserted it
through the floor, so that it spanned two
galleries, turning it into this totemic object, an object of worship.
So in thinking about the piece for the Duveen, there was already that
relationship between the two worlds of art and the military. They both have a
closed circuit of language and reference, and this very intense relationship to
objects, the art object and the military object. The whole element of display,
and of the trophy, seemed to cross over. As objects these planes are so potent
that people behave peculiarly around them, not only because of their horrific
function, and possible histories, but also because people find them exciting.
|1|
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They are seductive. That contradiction has been apparent
throughout the process of making this work when people
come into contact with them the face-off between an
intellectual and an emotional – perhaps primitive –
response, is evident. One is to do with language but the
other is the very opposite of language. In the case of this
installation, the two come together. Planes – military stuff
– are displayed all the time in military museums, so there
is a way in which they exist as radical sculptures already,
but the presentation is always an attempt at heroising or
historicising the machines.
Spread-eagled and hanging upside down by its tail fin,
framed by the neoclassical architecture of the Duveen
Gallery, the Harrier is like an upended version of
Leonardo’s drawing of ‘Vitruvian Man’ standing, arms
outstretched, within the perfect forms of the square and the
circle, which seems doubly appropriate, given his obsession
with flight and flying machines.
The proportions of Tate Britain are grand and churchlike
but they are related to human scale, whereas, for
instance, the Turbine Hall in Tate Modern is an
industrial space, it would be like putting planes in a
hangar. The neoclassical architecture works exactly
because it was never designed to accommodate a piece
like this, there is no mammoth loading bay here. The
planes had to be broken up into small parts to be
brought into the gallery. Though the planes seem to fit
perfectly, and to reflect the belligerent symmetry of the
space, they feel misplaced. There is a sense in which
they are ‘exactly wrong’.
Harrier and Jaguar, ‘nature red in tooth and claw’, and yet
the Harrier looks strangely vulnerable – the hunter hunted.
Both planes are trophies, but in different ways. The
Harrier takes its name from a bird of prey, the harrier
hawk. It has feathers painted on it, the cockpit – the eye
of the plane – becomes the eye of the bird, the nose cone
becomes the beak, and so on. The nose cone hovers
inches from the floor. It is still an astonishing object, but
there is a forlorn sense about it, like a trussed or captured
bird. The Jaguar, on the other hand, lies upside down,
supported by the wings and tail fin. It just lies there, belly
up – a fallen trophy.

Fiona Banner
Nose art on the Jaguar XZ118 2010
Fiona Banner
Mirror Fin 2006
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Kenneth Clark wrote quite honestly about being ‘seduced’ by
the nude in art, and to me, while the dull grey Harrier
suggests a naked body, the polished Jaguar is redolent of a
nude – an odalisque. Harrier and Jaguar obviously relates
to those works of yours that directly address the body, albeit
the body displaced, as in Tornado Nude of 2006 or the
nude performance pieces.
The planes themselves are built around a human scale,
and the forms are naturally anthropomorphic. The
Jaguar, stripped and polished, reveals itself to be
luxurious and tactile, a fetishised object. Everyone
wants to run their finger down its skin. One is adorned
and one is stripped, but both planes are naked in a
sense, separated from their function, grounded, no
payload. They are out of their element, and they have
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beeen placed in a critical space where questions will be
asked of them.
I have presented both objects in a way that I think they
might exist in the subconscious. There is always that tension
in making a work between absolute control and the
confidence to let objects reveal themselves.
The space shuttle may be a fantastic piece of engineering but it
doesn’t have the charisma of the fighter, the killing machine.
There is always this paradox. When people look at these
things they say, ‘God! It’s hard to believe that these things are
designed for function because they are so beautiful …’
… when in fact it is the other way round, they are beautiful
because they are designed for function.
They are designed absolutely for function, and when you
think what that function is … that reveals something very
contradictory about the politics of beauty.
Clark described the nude as a confident form, while the naked
form suggests the opposite, and to my mind, at least, there does
seem to be a correlation here with the Jaguar and the Harrier.
The Jaguar had a heroic history, while the Harrier was a duck.
I looked into the histories of both planes and the Jaguar was
active in Desert Storm, in the 1991 Gulf War, saw action in
Bosnia and was decommissioned a couple of years ago. I
couldn’t get any information from the MoD, so it all comes
from the public domain, internet chatrooms etc. The Harrier
crash-landed on the deck of an aircraft carrier pretty soon after
it was upgraded in 2002 – whenever I say that it gives me a
really weird flashback to Top Gun, the first line is: ‘The flight
deck of an aircraft carrier …’
Which takes us back to your 1994 work Top Gun, a verbal
description of the film from beginning to end.
Yes. In Desert Storm this Jaguar, the XZ118, used to be known
as ‘Buster Gonad with unfeasibly large testicles’, after the Viz
character. It had some nose art including mission symbols and
an image of Buster pushing his vast balls along in a
wheelbarrow. The nose art was removed after Desert Storm.
It is your largest work to date. And yet, paradoxically, despite
their scale, both objects disappear: the grey Harrier absorbs the
light, while the shiny Jaguar reflects it. The mirror-like surface
of the Jaguar also, of course, implicates the viewer, drawing
them into the complex ethical as well as aesthetic dilemma
it presents.
The Harrier is the original military grey, the colour of
shadows, the colour of the sea, the sky, the non-object, the
default colour of camouflage, so in that respect it
disappears, but also it becomes part of and naturally echoes
the architecture.
The Jaguar is like a giant Airfix model; stripping it has
revealed all the structure and also the anomalies in the surface.
It feels like a radical object but, at the same time, polishing it
makes it into a non-object because it disappears, the reflective
surface constantly updates itself, it refuses to be static. And you
as the viewer cannot separate yourself from it, you see yourself
reflected in the work, there is a literal collapse between subject
and object.
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Like Brancusi’s ‘birds in space’, the polished surface makes it
appear to move, but unlike Brancusi’s sculptures, the Harrier
and the Jaguar at some level remain themselves. Going back to
Top Gun, it is strange how things connect – you have just
completed a narrative text for a wall drawing for the South
London Gallery.
It is a text I began in 1994, and I just finished it last week. It’s
a description of the film Black Hawk Down. It is a cataclysm of
language, in a way, the text that gets crushed by its own
weight until you can’t read it any more. There are various
partially erased attempts at description on the wall, revealing
the struggle to translate not only from the visual to the verbal,
but from history to myth, and myth to history, and the
slippage that involves. The shape of the text on the wall, and
the image it makes, is like a spilt screen, it has bust out of the
frame – it looks a bit like a blown landscape.
The film is all about a hopeless incident involving a Black
Hawk helicopter in Somalia, the film came out a few years
after the incident so it was all quite close, a sense of reporting
history, but the basic situation in Somalia hasn’t changed that
much – I keep hearing about it, on and off – and that is why
the piece finally got made. It wasn’t a linear process, as the
work itself reveals.
All The World’s Fighter Planes, 1999-2009, is a work that was
also made over a long period. Does it function something like
Gerhard Richter’s Atlas of source images?
I was halfway into this process of accumulating newspaper
clippings of fighter planes and helicopters before I actively
turned it into a collection. Forming a list of what was in
service and what was not was a key element, and researching
the nicknames of the planes. Eventually they ended up in a
vitrine, not only because it is a traditional way of sealing off a
collection, but also because it has these references to a
natural history collection. And the names were really
important: Eagle, Cheetah, Puma etc. They are presented like
a butterfly collection, each plane with its label.
There is a kind of twist when what you think of as being
the reference material, part of the back-story to the work,
becomes the work. In the end I wanted to represent the
patheticness of the images. It is through these tiny transient –
ephemeral – newspaper images that we most often see them,
and there is this quality that newsprint has, of changing
colour over time.
It is like an old family album with fading photos of deceased relatives.
Yes. When I finally vitrined this collection in 2008, it was a
full archive of all the world’s fighter planes. There was an
element of it being an ‘unedited document’, subject to the
same process as the ‘total/unedited’ accounts of films.
In your studio you have a stacked column of bound copies of
Jane’s All The World’s Aircraft, the aviation industry’s manual
that is annually updated. Is it in the process of becoming a work?
I got hold of a few of these books 20-odd years ago. I
always thought I would use the images as source material
for the paintings that I was making then, but I never did. I
have spent a lot of time looking at these books and trying
to work out what they mean. Recently I started collecting
them furiously, so now I have nearly a complete collection
|3|
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dating from 1909 to the present day. I’ve got 13 to get. The
stack is the sculptural equivalent of a list. To me it is the
most simple, ‘makeable’ sculpture. In an odd way the
books go back to being to being a tree, or column, or tower
– a very literal transition from being a collection, or a
library, to a sculpture.
I always enjoyed the name – Jane’s All the World’s
Aircraft – it sounds so ridiculous but charming, this supermale compendium with a cute girl’s name on it. Like an
album that got totally out of hand. For years I didn’t realise
that it was so called because the book’s founder was Fred T
Jane. And then there is the Second World War cartoon
character, Jane …
Who was often depicted in nose art.
Indeed.
Talking about how works come to be made, Mirror Fin, 2006,
with its polished mirror-like surface, looks like a kind of vanitas.
Did that work lead directly to the Tate piece?
I had that fin for ages before I knew what to do with it, then
rather than add to it I decided to subtract, to strip it and polish
it. I polished it to within an inch of its life and it revealed a
luxurious mirror surface. Then I began to think of it as a selfportrait – not of me but of whoever was looking at it.
Somehow the form of it – it is a Harrier wing – the way it
slouches in the corner, took on this shape or shadow of a
person. Of course it now feels like it was leading up to the
Jaguar in Harrier and Jaguar.
Is there a connection with the ‘Full Stop’ sculptures?
I suppose they are like the ‘Full Stop’ sculptures, they
animate you, you animate them.
You can’t help saying that they punctuate space.
Those sculptures come from a position of being stuck, that
scenario of not knowing where to go – in a different discipline
it would be described as writer’s block. Moments of breakdown
are the key motivating moments.
So the ‘Full Stop’ sculptures speak of a lack of language, or
a lack of content. They are, on the whole, really visceral and
physical abstract manifestations of a space where words don’t
work. And in that way they link to the fighter planes, too.
It is often how scientific breakthroughs are made.
Ultimately, art is an experiment, and it is an experiment that
is eventually carried out in public.
Could the work be shown in Iraq?
Maybe it should be shown in Iraq.
Oddly enough, it is more likely that actual nudes, including your
own ‘Performance Nude’ series, would be more controversial. You
are also working on another project that involves a Tornado
fighter plane with Locus+ and The Great North Run.
I have bought a Tornado, which has been stripped and
smelted down, and from the metal I will cast a bell.
Turning swords into ploughshares? If so, it is in stark contrast
to the Americans, who cast 7.5 tons of scrap steel from the twin
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towers into the bow of the new warship USS New York, named
in memory of 9/11. But I imagine that this simple idea of
turning a negative into a positive would be too obvious a reading
of this work.
A bell is the simplest object of communication that I could
think of. It is a marker of time, and space. The bell is an
instrument that doesn’t require music, a communicative tool
that needs no words. In a sense the bell is an object that exists
outside of itself. In a way it’s a non-object. A tornado is a
phenomenon of nature, a massive centrifugal wind that
connects the earth to the clouds, whilst the Tornado aircraft is
possibly the most important and vicious European aircraft of
the past 30 years.
The idea came out of not being able to sleep. You know as
you lie awake and you hear bells or sounds in the distance – it
all gets quite abstract. Fairly recently I remembered a bell that
my grandfather had in his flat in Birkenhead, a bell that came
from a warship – though I didn’t know that at the time. He
had a lot of military memorabilia, including a clock set into a
spitfire propeller. One day I decided, as an act of rebellion, to
climb up on his chair and ring that bell. The sound was so
exciting and empowering, but scary. Every fluid in my body
jangled. I remember being on the edge of some weird physical
transformation. The object kind of dissolved into sound. That
was my first sculptural encounter. It’s funny that, until now, I
had never recalled this memory, but then I had never forgotten
it either. We still have the bell in the family.
Are you using the Whitechapel Foundry?
No. They won’t do it. They are purists. They will only work with
bell metal, which is the heaviest and densest of metals, whereas
this bell is made out of aluminium, the exact opposite kind of
metal, strong and light. But there is one other great bell foundry
remaining in the UK, in Loughborough, that is willing to do it.
They made the bells at my local church, Shoreditch, which I
hear all the time. The actual bell is going to be called Tornado
and will have the serial number of the airplane written on it.
On a different note, so to speak, I couldn’t help noticing on your
‘bell’ drawing that the clappers on it look like a pair of balls.
You’ve been reading too many Viz comics! There is
something hilarious about the clappers, though I call them
dongers, myself. You will be able to dong it, too – the bell is
so big that it makes a strange physical space.
Publishing, under your own Vanity Publishing imprimatur, is a
central part of your practice. Will there be an associated publication
to accompany this project?
Yes, it is called The Naked Ear. In a way, the whole business of
publishing to begin with felt like finding a way to distribute
ideas outside of the formal expectations and distribution
methods of the gallery. So, works like The Nam came out of
that, in 1997, and later the fighter plane books. And then I
think publishing moved more and more into the centre of the
work, sometimes becoming and ‘act’ or performance even. The
recent ISBN works are one-off published works.
What was so special about the summer of 2009?
I don’t know, it got lost … Last summer I went away and left
a piece of paper outside my studio with a stencil of ‘Summer
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2009’ on it. When I returned the paper had got sun
burnt, the text appearing on the paper like a kind of
bikini of words. This work was subsequently published
with its own ISBN number.
Was it photographic paper?
No, just cheap drawing paper.
Like an early Fox-Talbot photographic image on exposed
paper before he was able to ‘fix’ the images?
Exactly. And then I put them in light-safe frames.
Which brings us back to what you were saying at the start,
that sometimes works ‘make themselves’ – literally, in this
case, while you were in absentia.
Yes, but it is also about encapsulating time, like those early
film text pieces. I suppose they are ‘text photographs’ of
time. Then also they were about mythologising that time,
because I published and titled that period of time. Summer
2009 was also about how do you not make work.
And, of course, you have your own ISBN number, which you
depict on the spine of your own body on the cover of your
book Performance Nude. I suppose it is a self-portrait, or
should that be ‘autobiography’?
I have my own personal ISBN. I am officially registered as
a publication – Fiona Banner. It is a sort of portrait as
book – but it is also an open-ended performance. It is not
really about branding, but how works of art act as mirrors.
It is also about stories and biography – the conspiracy of
narrative, and how we make and recycle myths. I was
thinking also about copyright and publishing in a jokey,
but serious way. There is a copy of the image in the
British Library.
I saw in the courtyard of your studio a marble slab carved
with an ISBN number.
I purchased the ISBN and later published it under the
title of Sleep.
Eros, Thanatos and so to Morpheus, the god of sleep?
There is a rubbing of that stone, part of a series of
facsimiles, which is going to form part of a dossier
called Legal Deposit because, under the 1911 copyright
act, you are required to make a deposit of any legal
publication with the British Library.
So you have been interred in the British Library?
It beats Westminster Abbey. ❚

Tate Britain Duveen’s Commission 2010: Fiona Banner
continues until 3 January; Fiona Banner is in the group
exhibition ‘Nothing is Forever’ at South London Gallery
until 5 September.
PATRICIA BICKERS
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Fiona Banner
Black Hawk Down 2010
Fiona Banner
Harrier and Jaguar 2010
detail
Fiona Banner
Sleep 2009
detail
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