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Foreword
Fiona Banner has long been fascinated by how signs translate
experience. She has used the written word like a picture to
represent a film; she has made sculptures of punctuation
marks to show how an icon functions. Her work reminds
us of the true meaning of ‘iconic’; it takes a sign and reminds
us of its power.
Much of Banner’s work has examined the representation
of violence; how that experience can be rendered in
language, and whether that language makes it more
meaningful or meaningless. For signs to be effective they
need to be condensed, and they may become so effective as
shorthand that we forget what they really mean. In this new
commission, Banner has gone further. By using real fighter
jets, she confronts us with a form that perfectly represents its
function, and in this way she reminds us of its real meaning.
Stripped down and feathered, the Jaguar and Harrier
are caged in the gallery like birds or beasts. Appropriately
enough for a work sited in a space that is fraught with the
overtones of Empire, erected between two world wars,
Banner’s project speaks of invasion and of the shock and
awe associated with modern warfare. It is sobering and
impressive; exciting and nauseating too.
Banner has been helped by Robin Elias of Unusual
Rigging and by Nigel Schofield of MDM, and the project
has been curated by Lizzie Carey-Thomas. Tate Britain is
enormously grateful to Fiona Banner for all the work she
has put into this monumental commission, and to Sotheby’s
for its support of new work of such ambition.

the surface of the upended wing of a Tornado fighter plane.
The intimate observation of the naked human form in all
its fleshy fallibility clearly jars with the hard, penetrative
materiality of the machine designed to destroy it. Yet in the
process of reading the text, one is forced into a close and oddly
sensual confrontation with the object’s surface, its dents and
blemishes.
The emblem of the fighter plane has remained a constant
in Banner’s work and she comments that she ‘can’t look at
a fighter plane and not get drawn into a heroic space’,6
Her compulsion to grasp the peculiar and uncomfortable
resonances of these war machines has led to a fetishist’s
accumulation of material: from the first ‘disappointing’7
pencil drawings of planes that she made at art college to her
newspaper cutting and Airfix model archives of all the war
planes currently in service throughout the world. As in her
wordscapes, the ongoing process of collecting and transcribing
information presents a growing unedited picture, but one
that leaves the subjects remote and impenetrable.
For Banner, war and its hardware represent the opposite
of language, arriving at a point when words and
communication fail. Yet, like all technology, its instruments
reflect how language finds form in the world, a fact alluded
to in The Bastard Word, an A–Z constructed from hand-drawn
plane parts, described by Banner as an ‘anti-alphabet’.
Furthermore, the fighter plane so perfectly communicates its
function, a highly evolved predatory instrument designed to
move through space with great speed and agility, that it almost
achieves a natural state, approaching something sublime.
The taxonomy of fighter-plane nicknames listed on the cover
of Banner’s 2004/6 publication All the World’s Fighter Planes –
such as Cobra, Moby Dick, Sea Stallion, Black Hawk, Tomcat
– suggest ubiquitous associations with predatory animals or
forces of nature, appealing to the fantasy of powers beyond
human capability while reflecting an innate need to naturalise
and familiarise such machines.

Fiona Banner’s practice – spanning drawing, painting,
sculpture, installation, performance and publishing – is
characterised by acts of transposition from visual to verbal.
Largely driven by a quixotic compulsion to identify why
particular images both allure and repel, her principal investigative tool has been the written word, and an understanding
of language as the continually mutating technology that both
describes and shapes us underpins all her work. Referring to
the Oxford English Dictionary as a sort of ‘sculpture of us’,1
annually updated in acknowledgement of its shortcomings,
Banner employs words as both a means of communication
and visual components in their own right.
It was Banner’s fascination with Hollywood war films that
led her to produce her first ‘wordscapes’: unedited, subjective
written accounts of the action in films such as Top Gun and
Apocalypse Now as it unfolded onscreen. These works were
born out of Banner’s desire to interrogate the ‘dubious’
attraction she felt to the material.2 Yet, in the act of close
observation and use of her body as imperfect processor – everpresent in the increasing urgency of her scrawl as she attempts
to keep pace with the relentless flow of images – these works
offer an almost erotic paean to the most seductive of movie
genres, where cinematic and military technological prowess
unite. Presented as dense, unbroken blocks of text that cannot
be read in their entirety, these works preserve their status as
‘impossible’ images,3 compressing the linear narrative into a
single physical and temporal space and causing a perpetual,
giddy shift between linguistic and visual registers.
The compulsion to translate the most visceral visual
experiences into her own words led Banner to transcribe a
pornographic film in Arsewoman in Wonderland 2002, where
dialogue and structural narrative are secondary to the primal,
rhythmic actions of the cast. She comments: ‘I began to see
the films in a kind of sculptural or spatial way, which is not to
say I lost awareness of them politically, but more that I began
to look at the interplay of penetration and surface in a formal
way – like a painting.’4 The relationship between war and sex
through the mediated image – the use of bodies as collateral
and repetitious acts of penetration – is made explicit in War
Porn 2004, a seamless written integration of an imaginary war
film with an imaginary porn film, where descriptions of bodies
and fighter planes become almost interchangeable: ‘the wing
cracks off and then there’s another explosion, a huge seamless ball
of fire explodes up and into the sky, fluorescent against the black sky.
She steadies herself with one hand on her hip, denting the flesh, just
below a line where her suntan ends.’ Banner sees the two genres
as operating ‘on very similar emotional frequencies: the
primitive violence of the images.’5
The equivalence suggested by the transposition of the two
subjects into the same syntax in War Porn is both reiterated
and undermined in works such as Tornado Nude 2006, where a
verbal portrait of a life model has been physically etched into

Penelope Curtis, Director, Tate Britain
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All the World’s Fighter Planes (detail) 1998–2009
Found newspaper clippings, vitrine

interest in pornographic films and the subsequent desire to
investigate what the body can communicate outside of any
narrative or filmic context, the massive narrative framing the
Jaguar and its role in Britain’s recent military campaigns gives
way to a contemplation of the object in the here and now as
we physically pace out its length from tail to tip.
As we negotiate these mechanical beasts, Herman
Melville’s description of a whale’s head comes to mind, a
flight of fancy from the imagined perspective of standing upon
it: ‘If you stand on its summit and look at these two f-shaped
spout-holes, you would take the whole head for an enormous
bass-viol, and these spiracles, the apertures in its soundingboard.’8 What Melville conjures through words, Banner
brings forth into the physical world, offering impossible
viewpoints on something so rarely encountered in reality.
Like Melville’s whale, Banner’s work reveals the disjuncture
between an idea of a fighter jet, as presented through the
mediated image, and the awesome physicality of the actual
object. The vertiginous sensation elicited by our bodily
proximity to these giant machines and their incongruous
relationship to the architecture is heightened and extended
by the treatment of their surfaces, in turn drawing us closer
and pushing us away. She has remarked on the similarly
hermetic nature of the art and military worlds, each with their
own closed system of language; both to some extent fetishise
objects and have evolved their own vocabularies to describe
them. In superimposing one upon the other, Banner creates
a strange tableau of these monuments to power, and by
extension the loss of it, drawing out hidden resonances and
relationships between the two.

Nude Performance, Toronto 2007

Banner’s new project, Harrier and Jaguar, brings body and
machine into an intimate confrontation. Two decommissioned
fighter planes, both models still in active service, have been
installed in Tate Britain’s neoclassical Duveen Galleries. In
the South Duveens a Sea Harrier is suspended vertically from
the ceiling, nose cone pointing towards the floor. Spanning
floor to ceiling, wall to wall, its gargantuan bulk is framed and
exaggerated, a giant cruciform bearing down on the viewer
below. Yet this simple act of inversion also transforms machine
into carcass, a trussed bird, an idea illustrated by the handpainted graphic feather markings tattooing its surface.
Reflecting its namesake the harrier hawk – the nose cone
the beak, the cockpit the eyes – this act of embellishment also
draws on the military tradition of ‘nose art’, the personalising
of a plane’s fuselage with primitive decorative imagery, while
turning the object into a huge totem marked by human hand.
In scanning the surface of the plane one is unable to grasp
the whole object, and, in a similar way to Banner’s wordscapes,
we find ourselves drawn into a pictorial space, picking out
intimate moments and details in turn.
In the North Duveens a Jaguar lies belly up on the floor,
its elegant, elongated body delineating the horizontal
proportions of the gallery. Stripped of paint to reveal its
aluminium structure and polished to a highly reflective, tactile
finish, the plane resembles a giant Airfix model, its insignia
removed and its construction laid bare. The alluring surface
speaks of luxury, a trophy, while the posture suggests a
submissive animal. Transformed into a mirror that reflects
back its surroundings, the Jaguar operates as an image that
continually updates itself, a perpetual present tense. Through
the act of observing and perceiving the object, viewers are
exposed to their own reactions, and the reactions of others
around them. In this sense, the Jaguar echoes Banner’s series
of Performance Nudes, candid written portraits of a life model
made in front of an audience, which attempted to reveal the
layers of voyeurism at play in the making and consuming of
art. Just as Banner’s Performance Nudes stemmed from her
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Fiona Banner, ‘Another Thing I Wanted To Tell You’,
Another Magazine, no.11, Spring / Summer 2008, p.106.
Fiona Banner in The Bastard Word, The Power Plant,
Toronto / The Vanity Press, London 2007, p.5.
Ibid.
Fiona Banner, ‘A Sort of Portrait’, in Performance Nude,
Other Criteria, London 2009, p.12.
Ibid.
Fiona Banner in The Bastard Word, p.12.
Ibid., p.3.
Herman Melville, Moby Dick, first published 1851.
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All the World’s Fighter Planes 2004
154 page book with annotated cover

Black Hawk Down 2005
Pencil on paper

Provost Nude 2006
Airplane fragment, paint, Letraset
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Mother of Beauty
and nothing would happen. The building would become
overpowered; it would be a hanger, an accessory, a pragmatic
umbrella to keep the rain off the machines. There would be
no conflict, no fragility, no power struggle.
The function of these objects, the planes and the
museums, is interesting: the fighter planes have the rather
pointed attribute of being able to fly and blow the shit out of
everything. The Harrier, the Jaguar and Tate Britain, are fully
evolved and refined artifacts. They each have a past and a
future. They each hold a position in the narrative of evolving
modernity, curvilinear and streamlined to emphasise the
motion of historical time. In fact, if you gave Palladio a large
chunk of granite, a chisel, a hammer, and some heavy timberrebar, he could knock out a very sleek
and persuasive Jaguar in a couple of
weeks, since the plane’s shape
accommodates itself to his vernacular.
It wouldn’t fly, of course, but neither
do Palladio’s angels, and the idea of
flying would still be there.
The most crucial aspect of this
installation, then, is the ‘fit’ of the
objects together. Tate Britain and the
fighter aircraft nestle symmetrically into
and around one another because the
aircraft and the building are both based
on the scale of human beings. They
have undergone manipulations to
perform their separate functions, but
they are human at their core. Like the
Sforza galleries displaying armory in
Milan, the rooms and the weapons
seem to recreate the ghosts of warriors.
The fighter planes are as small and
streamlined as they can be to carry their
armaments and their pilot; their shapes
are extensions of the pilot. The Duveen
Galleries are in the Palladian tradition. They are as large as
a space can be without diminishing the scale of its occupants,
which would be churchy and impolite. In this sense, both
the building and the planes use the human body as a building
block. As a consequence, human bodies fit rationally into
the space and around the objects.
At Tate Britain the bond between weapon and ornament
remains unbroken. History, form, gesture and direction are
all an essential part of the building. So the instruments of
grandeur and death rather ominously cuddle up to one
another. They rhyme like lines in some imperial epic, and
this is unnerving. By letting them cohabit, of course, we
acknowledge that it’s all about death. If we were all immortal,
of course, we might make some very beautiful things, but
why would we?

At first it’s simple: predator and prey, tooth and claw – we call
this hunting, unless we’re being hunted, then we’re dinner.
Next it’s predators fighting predators over prey or territory –
we call this war. Then there’s predators fighting predators but
nobody gets killed – we call this sport, and, since everybody
usually survives in sport, predators get better at it. They come
to admire its skills and its instruments. At the level of sport,
refinement and craft become valued attributes, since those
who don’t participate, watch. We celebrate this refinement
and craft with ornament. Then, finally, we celebrate
refinement and ornament bereft of instrumentality. In this
democratic sport, the winner is elected. We call it art.
It’s a simple hierarchy of sublimation in which,
theoretically, fewer and fewer people die
in the process of daily life. The people
who survive get better and better at
what they do. The people who watch get
better and better at understanding
what’s being done. So, the design adorns
the dagger and the design becomes a
painting. The scuffle becomes a march;
the march becomes a dance; the fort
becomes a castle. Da Vinci develops the
trigonometry of aiming cannon-fire,
which he then deploys as single-point
perspective in painting.
But war doesn’t disappear; nor does
art continue to refine itself. As Wallace
Stevens insisted, ‘Death is the mother
of beauty’, and we can become so safe
that we don’t care about beauty
anymore. Conversely, we can become
so fraught that we can no longer see the
relevance of ornament and decoration.
The physical world can disappear under
the threat of both eternity and oblivion.
Fortunately, we do die, and everything
teeters on the edge of predatory advantage. Accruals are
nested like Russian dolls and death is at the centre. Without
guns, ships and new predators like Jaguars and Harriers, there
would be no fine manners or Georgian architecture, and no
Tate Britain.
I started wondering what would have happened if these
airplanes were installed in Tate Modern rather than Tate
Britain? I realised immediately that the thought would never
have presented itself. The building, and the aircraft are not
rhyming artifacts. In this stripped out environment, they
would fit too well, and risk being yet another impudent
repudiation of that industrial ethic. Tate Britain, on the other
hand, invests the aircraft with the vocabulary of its design,
and the aircraft invest Tate Britain with the aura of worldly
power it once possessed. But place the aircraft in Tate Modern
8
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BAe SEA HARRIER ZE695

1988

2 February: first flight, as an FRS.1 (Fighter Reconnaissance Strike, Mark 1), then
immediately placed in long-term storage at MoD St Athan, Wales.

1991

27 June: sent to BAe Dunsfold for upgrade by British Aerospace to FRS.2. Fitted
with Blue Vixen radar and AIM-120 AMRAAM (Advanced Medium Range Air to
Air Missiles); can now engage and destroy intruders ‘beyond visual range’ (BVR),
and at short range all four missiles can be fired together to attack four separate targets.
The FRS.2 is later redesignated the FA.2, Fighter Attack being a more accurate
description. Operated by the Royal Navy in 899 Squadron, who are responsible for
training pilots (motto: ‘Strike and Defend’). Training conducted from headquarters
at Royal Naval Air Station, Yeovilton, in Somerset.

1993

2 April: first flight after conversion. 29 April: delivered to AMG (Aircraft Maintenance
Group) at Yeovilton. 21 June: sent to FA.2 OEU (Operational Evaluation Unit), at MoD
Boscombe Down, Wiltshire, an aircraft testing site. June: takes part in the Yeovilton
International Air Day.

1994

August: two aircraft from 899 Squadron deployed to HMS Invincible for use over Bosnia.
14 October: ZE695 sent to AMG Yeovilton.

1995

3 April: joins 800 Squadron, coded 124.

1996

3 January: loaned to 801 Squadron. 24 July: sent to St Athan for modification.

1997

26 March: to 899 Squadron, coded 718. 23 May: loaned to 800 Squadron.
2 June: sent back to 899 Squadron.

1999

14 May: sent from AMG Yeovilton to St Athan.

2000

28 January: to BAe Dunsfold. 26 July: returning from Dunsfold to Yeovilton, crash
lands after a tyre burst. The pilot, Pete Wilson, loses control, the aircraft leaves the
runway, skids across the grass towards the tower ramp, and catches fire. Wilson ejects
safely. The accident is classified as Category 5 (write off, beyond economical repair).
28 July: sent to FSAIC (Flight Safety and Accident Investigation Centre), Yeovilton.

2002

16 January: sent by road from DARA (Defence Aviation Repair Agency) to St Athan,
for long-term storage.

Sea Harrier ZE695 in 2001

All information obtained from the public domain.
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SEPECAT JAGUAR XZ118

1976

12 May: first flight. Allocated to 41 Squadron based at RAF Coltishall, Norfolk.
The squadron’s role is tactical reconnaissance (motto: ‘Seek and Destroy’).

1986

Upgrade to GR.1A (Ground Attack / Reconnaissance, Mark 1A), with improved
navigation system.

1990

Receives ‘Granby Stage 3’ conversion in preparation for active service in the Gulf War,
which includes ARTF (alkaline removable temporary finish) desert pink camouflage
scheme. Is among the second group of aircraft sent to Thumrait, Oman. 2 November:
deployed to Muharraq International Airport, Bahrain. Involved in Operation Granby
(1990–1), the British military operations in the Persian Gulf. This includes participation
in the international coalition’s defence of Kuwait (named in the US as Operation Desert
Shield and Operation Desert Storm). Pilots of Sepecat Jaguars are known as ‘Desert Cats’.
Is decorated with nose art, ‘Buster Gonad and his Unfeasibly Large Testicles’ (from a
cartoon strip in Viz magazine), painted by Flying Officer Paul Robins. Flies on thirty-eight
missions, each commemorated with a symbol of a missile stencilled below the cockpit.
The regular pilot is Flt Lt ‘Frog’ Peter Tholen, who earns a mention in dispatches.

1991

17 January: Jaguars fly their first combat mission as part of Desert Storm. 13 March:
returns to Coltishall. 4 September: one of first eight aircraft deployed to Incirlik, Turkey,
from where 41 Squadron provides reconnaissance support to Operation Warden (US
name: Operation Provide Comfort), to protect Kurds fleeing northern Iraq. The squadron
continues to perform two-month stints in Turkey until 1993.

1993

12 July: is one of first twelve Sepecat Jaguars dispatched to Gioia del Colle, Italy, as part
of a NATO force supporting UN peacekeeping operations in Bosnia. A Sepecat Jaguar
from 41 Squadron becomes the first aircraft to drop a bomb in an offensive attack over
Europe since the end of the Second World War: its target is a Bosnian-Serb tank.

1995

August: leaves Gioia del Colle.

1997

November: twelve Sepecat Jaguars from 41 Squadron are deployed to Egypt for two weeks,
the first time the RAF are there since 1956. Then deployed to Bardufoss, Norway, to take
part in Snow Goose exercise. Again deployed to Italy to support the NATO Stabilisation
Force (SFOR) in Bosnia.

1998

GR.3 upgrade; refinements include an improved nav-attack system with a ‘terrain
comparison’ subsystem and a ‘ground warning’ capability useful when flying at low level.
Is sent to Turkey to relieve Tornado GR.1s in Operation Warden.

1999

5 July: flies in air show at EBFN Kokside, Belgium.

2002

6 April: takes part in 2 Squadron 90th Anniversary Open Day at RAF Marham.

12

2003

Plan for Sepecat Jaguars to take part in Operation Telic: mission is abandoned when
Turkey refuses to allow the squadron permission to use any of its airbases. The Sepecat
Jaguars return to Coltishall and are kept ready for war, not called.

2004

GR.3A upgrade; improvements include a cockpit layout compatible with night vision
goggles, and support of a helmet-mounted sight system. 3 June: takes part in the Koksijde
air show in Belgium.

2005

17–19 August: 41 Squadron takes part in bombing and strafing exercise, ‘Excalibur’, at
RAF Lakenheath. 29 September: flown to St Athan for spares recovery and disposal.

2006

31 March: flies at the Sepecat Jaguar day at RAF Coltishall. 41 Squadron is deactivated.

All information obtained from the public domain.

Nose art on Jaguar XZ118 during Operation Desert Storm, 1991
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Sponsor’s Statement
Sotheby’s relationship with such an important public art
institution as Tate is a source of immense pride to us and it is
with great pleasure that we support Tate Britain’s Duveens
Commission for the third successive year.
Tate’s selection of Fiona Banner for this year’s installation
showcases the new and innovative work of a contemporary
British artist on this internationally renowned platform.
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