


Fiona Banner is a British artist who, in addition to her gallery practice, authors enor-

mous tomes of conceptually based writing. In 1993, she made the cinematic-scaled 

drawing Top Gun, which was a handwritten account of the film by the same name. 

She then published the thousand-page book The Nam (London: Frith Street Books, 

1997), which she wrote as she watched several fi ctional fi lms about the Vietnam

War: Apocalypse Now, Born on the Fourth of July, Full Metal Jacket, Platoon, Ham-

burger Hill, and The Deer Hunter. Banner was literally writing through (to use John 

Cage’s term) pop culture and media. The text makes no distinction between films 

or scenes, instead creating an epic, nonstop onslaught of language. Far from being a 

dry exercise, Banner has employed a choice-based methodology whereby her deep 

subjectivity is revealed through a mechanical writing process.

Th e eyes defi nitely look left and then right, blinking more, the face is totally
expressionless, the landscape fires up, it’s unclear what’s upside down now. 
Th e fi re’s intense. Th e face is moving. A hand appears in front of it and he
drags on a cigarette, still staring straight out—or up. Th e trees, burnt black
as anything, move off . Th e fi re moves with them. Th e face is still there,
shining with sweat. Stuff falls from what’s left of the trees, really slowly, it’s 
black and just fl oats down behind the face. Th e fi re has nothing left to burn
but it burns on anyway, so orange. He takes another drag. Th e whole pic-
ture fades out, apart from one raging fi re in the middle. A helicopter fl ies 
in from the left then another from the right, they cross right in the middle. 
A fan whirrs round on the ceiling, beating time with the copter blades. You 
can see the man’s shoulders. His body moves round so he’s not upside down 
anymore, and then there are some letters and a photograph strewn across 
the table at the side of the bed. Th e bright orange fi re bores through it all, 
just a small bit in the corner, but it’s more important than everything else—
even though it’s just a dream of somewhere else. He lies next to all of this 
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gear, and there’s an empty glass, his left hand holds a burnt-out cigarette, 
the fan blades beat louder. All that stuff from behind, the palm trees and
fi re, are back again—across everything, and it’s not the fan at all, it’s heli-
copters beating. Th ere’s a pistol on the sheet next to him. He blinks up at
the fan then across the room at the window, masked off by the venetian
blinds. It’s all orange, but a diff erent hazy orange. You see him diff erently,
his mouth moves, but defi nitely unconsciously. Th en the blinds get closer
and closer, so they get out of focus, he fl icks them apart and takes a peek 
out. It’s a street, cars, things moving quickly, some trees. A slat of light lines 
his face and you see him like a man for the fi rst time. A voice comes over, 
slow and deep. “Saigon, shiiitt!” You know it’s his voice. He moves his head 
back a bit and slugs something from a glass. He holds it in his mouth then 
swallows it down, still staring through the blind. He’s talking to himself, 
but his lips aren’t moving. It’s like the words are coming straight out of his 
head, slowly almost a purr, “Every time, I think I’m going to wake up back 
in the jungle. . . . When I’d wake up at home after my own tour it was 
worse . . .” He’s lying on the bed again, his head’s cocked up against the bed 
head, he’s completely still. A fl y lands on his left hand. He jumps suddenly, 
tries to snatch it and falls back. “. . . I’d wake up and there’s be nothing.” 
Without hardly moving he grabs a picture from the side. He looks at it 
close, puffi  ng away and slowly pouring the smoke out of his mouth. “. . . I 
hardly said a word to my wife until I said ‘yes’ to a divorce.” He draws the 
photo to his face as if he’s going to kiss it, but starts to burn through it with 
his cigarette—right through it. “. . . When I was here I wanted to be there. . . . 
When I was there all I could think of was getting back into the jungle. . . .” 
He’s sitting on the edge of the bed. He’s swigging the stuff  from the glass—
polishes it off , you know it’s strong from the sound it makes in his neck and 
you can see it going down. He’s young, you can see his face properly now, 
but he’s so serious sitting there, you might say haunted. “I’ve been here a 
week now, waiting for a mission, getting softer . . . every minute I’m here 
in this room I get weaker, and every minute Charlie squats in the bush he 
gets stronger. . . .” Th en I just think he’s waiting. He glances up through 
the blurring fan. Th en he’s crouched down in the middle of the room, the 
fan’s beating away above him, but it, he, looks hot as shit. You see him from 
the top. I think you can hear some insects, or some kind of interference. 
Th en the music comes back, very faintly, but it’s the same song. He gets 
smaller and smaller until the whole room is there. He reaching out of his 
shadow for some cigarettes, saying, “Each time I looked around, the walls 
moved in a little tighter.” He’s standing up, moving around strangely, prac-
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tising some kind of martial art. Waving his arms about, slowly. The music’s 
getting hotter. He stares out over his arm, half in the dark, he looks, his 
look is, incredibly intense. Th e fire comes back faint, then stronger. He 
seems to be wavering on the spot, half hunched-up, his arms close in to his 
chest. It’s like he’s doing some strange dance but he can’t quite balance. He’s 
naked apart from the khaki Y-fronts. He stares at himself in the mirror for 
a long time, balancing on the spot, swaying. Th en it’s all black and fi re, he’s
there dancing through it, “Come come on baby . . . let me . . .” And I can’t 
tell you how hot it is—but you can hardly see him for the sweat. Th e fi res 
all fl aring up out of control, behind. It all fades and you can see him again 
swaying, moving with the music, “Allllllright,” I think he’s just moving so 
he doesn’t fall over. He’s in some incredible kind of slow spasm. Th en you 
see him looking at himself in the mirror. His fi st’s so close and clenched you 
can hardly see it. Th en he pounds it into the glass—punches himself out. 
It explodes, shatters all over the fl oor. He twists round and carries on his 
weird thing, it’s as if the enemy’s in there with him. Th en he rolls over the 
bed and lands on the other side, some kind of weird stunt, leaving a long 
smudge of blood, all shiny and red. He holds it in his other hand, still star-
ing down at it and feeling the blood, like it’s a mystery. He puts his hand 
up to his face and smears it all over, as if he’s wiping something off . He 
pours the remainder of a bottle of brandy into his mouth, tipping it in, lots 
of it spills over his mouth and onto his face. He turns round, his mouth’s 
wide open, he’s dying. He’s twisting a bit more and then falls onto the fl oor, 
grabbing onto the sheet, screwing it up around his waist, as if it’ll save him. 
He’s naked. He leans back against the mattress, head tilted right back. He’s 
crying, but nothing’s coming out. Th e music’s all building up, guitar, but 
loud drumming guitar. Th e music wants to explode. He tips his head back 
out of control, everything goes black. Two men in U.S. army uniform walk 
up the stairs. Th ey look around, like they’ve never been there before. Th ey 
turn a corner and are as black as shadows, then they reach the landing and 
rap on the fi st door. Th en you hear his voice, but he’s not talking from 
down there on the fl oor. He’s not even visible., “Everyone gets what they 
want. I wanted a mission and for my sins . . . that’s what I got, they brought 
it up to me like room service . . .” Th e corridor’s dark and there’s no 
response. One of the soldiers calls, “Captain, are you in there?” A voice 
replies, “Yeah . . . Yeah, I’m comin’.” It’s a voice caught in the act. Th e he’s 
so close again. “. . . A real choice mission and when it was over I’d never 
want another!” Willard appears at the door, a real mess with blood all over 
his face and a towel grabbed up around his waist. He barks, “What do you 
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want!?” Th e offi  cer’s dismayed—he looks like such total shit. “Are you all
right, Captain?” Willard turns away, pulling the sheet up round his bot-
tom, heading back for the bed. He mumbles, shouts, grumpily, “What does 
it look like!” Basically, it looks like he’s outta his skull. Th e offi  cer pushes
the door a bit further open and nods to the other guy. Th ey walk into the
room. Willard’s slumped on the bed. Th e room’s all ransacked, and fucked
up, with blood all over the place. Th e offi  cer starts to read off from a bit of
paper, “Are you Captain Willard fi ve hundred and fi fth, a hundred and 
thirty-second airborne?” Willard’s nodding yea, yea, but not even listening; 
then he yells out to the other guy, pissed off , “Hey buddy are you going to 
close the door or what!?” He steps in and closes the door. Willard’s slumped 
on the bed looking down at his knees. Th e offi  cer continues, “We have 
orders to escort you to the airbase, Sir.” Willard looks lost, useless and con-
fused, he gawps up at the offi  cer, “What are the charges?” So innocent. Th e 
offi  cer’s blank. Willard stares at him. “What’d I do?” Th e offi  cer answers, 
“Th ere’s no charges, Captain.” He walks across to the bed and opens up the 
letter in front of Willard’s face, “You’re to report to Comsec Intelligence at 
Na Trang.” Willard mumbles back at him, you can’t hear what he’s saying, 
but then I think he’s just mouthing. Th en he says stunned, like he doesn’t 
believe it, “Th ey’re waiting for me?” He’s overwhelmed, he might cry. 
“Th at’s right, Captain, you still have a few hours to get cleaned up.” Wil-
lard falls back onto the bed, exhausted from the sheer relief, maybe he just 
doesn’t care. He looks like he’s asleep. Th e offi  cer says, “Captain,” to wake 
him up again, but Willard’s off . He says to his pal, as if it’s nothing unusual, 
“Come on give me a hand.” Th ey haul him up off  the bed, hook him up. 
“C’mon Captain, let’s take a shower!” He’s heavy like a corpse. Th ey talk 
him along, “C’mon Captain, mind how you go,” the merest hint of amuse-
ment in their voices. Th e offi  cer says, “Just stand underneath this tap.” He 
turns it on, a jet of water spurts down onto Willard. He screams out, like 
it really hurts. But it turns into, is nothing compared to, the continuous 
beat of helicopter blades, wping like crazy and coming down onto you.


