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6	 UK Stencil Graffiti in 1980s Bristol and 1990s Brighton

6.1	 Robert del Naja—Stencils between Punk, Comics, and Hip-
Hop Graffiti

6.1.1	 First Style-Writing/Stencil/Graffiti in Bristol and Punk

The 1982 The Clash single “Straight to Hell” had, as mentioned, a cardboard 
stencil as a gimmick (fig. 39), which The Clash fan del Naja used to start spray-paint-
ing.1 He had also seen stencil graffiti on the album cover of Crass (fig. 36).2 At that 
time, most people associated the term “graffiti” with political slogans and scribblings 
on walls, including the more elaborate works of King Mob; the American tradition of 
style-writing graffiti was unknown in Europe, apart from exceptions.

In the UK at least, a lot of punk was born in the aftermath of 1968. “The Hip-
pies Now Wear Black: Crass and the anarcho-punk movement, 1977–1984”3 is the 
programmatic title of an essay by Rich Cross from 2004. UK anarcho-punk was less 
fun punk than polit punk. In 1982, punk music was en vogue, including in Bristol. 
Punk bands like the mentioned Tom Robinson Band (fig. 38), Crass (fig. 36), and 
The Clash (fig. 39) came from the British aftermath of the political 1968 generation. 
The lyrics of The Clash single “Straight to Hell,” which included a gimmick stencil 
(fig. 39), as mentioned, deal with injustice experienced by miners and immigrants 
in Britain and the US, but also the consequences of the Vietnam War for children, 
issues of minorities in the tradition of 1968 that could also be found as political graf-
fiti on the walls of that time. Photos of graffiti in Britain in the 1970s and early 1980s 
show mostly freehand’-written political slogans like: “NO NAZI’S [sic] IN BRAD-
FORD,” “ANARCHY LIVES!” or slogans dealing with the conservative prime min-
ister Margaret Thatcher, who was abhorred by punks and the left: “Wake Up Maggie 

	 1	 Felix Braun, Steve Wright (ed.): Children of the Can. Bath 2008, p. 16.
	 2	 Robert del Naja interviewed by Roland Henry: Break the System. In: VNA [Very Nearly 

Almost] Magazine, Nr. 26, May 2014, unpaged; Melissa Chemam: Massive attack out of the 
comfort zone: the story of a sound, a city and a group of revolutionary artists. Bristol 2019, 
p. 36.

	 3	 Rich Cross: ‘The Hippies Now Wear Black’. Crass and the anarcho-punk movement, 1977–
1984. Socialist History, No 26/ 2004, p. 25–44. https://thehippiesnowwearblack.wordpress.
com/?p=874 (accessed May 1, 2024).

Publiziert in: Blanché, Ulrich: Instant Public Art, Heidelberg: arthistoricum.net, 2025. https://doi.org/10.11588/arthistoricum.1433
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I think I’ve got something to say,” “Don’t cry for me Maggie Thatcher,” or “Thatcher 
is an Android.”4

After a while, del Naja became bored with that kind of anti-Thatcher graffiti: 
“At that point, if I was down watching [football team] Bristol City. We were shouting 
‘MAGGIE-MAGGIE-MAGGIE! OUT-OUT-OUT!’ every week, and on the walls 
everywhere was ‘Support The Miners’ and ‘Fuck The Tories’, and we were surrounded 
by billboards with all that on. To me [style writing, note by the author] graffiti was like 
an alternative to that, and in a strange way the hip hop thing was a type of escapism, 
as well as being totally anti-establishment.”5 Punk had accused their predecessors, the 
1968 hippies, of being boring and old; hip-hop graffiti later made similar accusations 
of punk. Already in his first stencil on a T-shirt, Robert del Naja used humor and irony 
instead of angry or sarcastic accusations, as Crass would have done. What del Naja 
described as “escapism” is what many refer to as the hedonism of the 1980s, a rejection 
of the collective political activism of 1968 and punk. Del Naja’s early street stencils 
from summer 1983 depicted a star and a break dancer,6 not “Fuck the Tories.” His early 
freehand graffiti (1983–84) was in the same vein. It consisted mostly of the name of 
del Naja’s first sound system “Wild Bunch,”7 then in 1984 his alias “3D,”8 his date of 

	 4	 See photos illustrated in Paul Wright: Anarchists & Underdogs | Images of Social & 
Political Graffiti in the UK. British Culture Archive, 03.04.2018, https://web.archive.
org/web/20180331210324/https://britishculturearchive.co.uk/2018/03/04/anarchists-
underdogs-25-images-of-social-political-graffiti-in-the-uk/ (accessed May 1, 2024), see also 
the photo book by Roger Perry: The Writing on the Wall, London 1976.

	 5	 Robert del Naja in Felix Braun, Steve Wright (ed.): Children of the Can. Bath 2008, 
p. 17–18.

	 6	 Robert del Naja quoted in Felix Braun, Steve Wright (ed.): Children of the Can. Bath 2008, 
p. 18. For a photo of a freehandedly painted breakdancer by 3D from 1983 combined 
with triangles see “BODY ELECTRIC PAINTED BY 3D IN CLIFTON BRISTOL UK 
1983.” Posted by John Nation, 17.05.2018, https://www.instagram.com/p/Bi3UpU4jmEY/ 
(accessed May 1, 2024).

	 7	 I know of at least 5 3D Wild B(unch) pieces, 4 graffiti on walls, 1 a drawing on paper, illus-
trated in Felix Braun, Steve Wright (ed.): Children of the Can. Bath 2008, p. 14,16,19, 26, 
28; posted by John Nation, 04.12.2018, https://www.instagram.com/p/Bq8_M1agT3Q/ 
(accessed May 1, 2024).

	 8	 Pictured for instance in Felix Braun, Steve Wright (ed.): Children of the Can. Bath 2008, 
p. 17–18; “3D IN BRISTOL UK 1984,” posted by John Nation, 06.07.2018, https://www.
instagram.com/p/Bk4FZegDm1x/ (accessed May 1, 2024).
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birth “1965,”9 and one-word slogans like “Hot 33,”10 “Magic,”11 “TUF,”12 and “Zulu,” 
an homage to American hip-hop pioneer Afrika Bambaataa’s Zulu Nation.

Under his alias 3D, del Naja is considered the first British hip-hop graffiti writer 
to work in the freehand style-writing tradition—but he started with punk stencils: “the 
first thing I ever sprayed was ‘God is love’—which I took off the church ‘round the 
corner—on a T-Shirt with a stencil, just to annoy my mum. I put a zip next to it.”13 
Del Naja designed his own t-shirts, still in do-it-yourself punk tradition, to which the 
stencil technique and the typical punk accessory zipper pointed, and also the use of 
irony by subverting empty slogans used by authorities like the church.

Bristol’s first graffiti style-writing crew, the Z-Boys, emerged only months after 
Del Naja started graffiti in summer 1983. A photo14 (fig. 41) of their very first piece 
from late 1983 sums up the beginnings of style-writing graffiti in Bristol. Influenced 
by early hip-hop records, they wrote “Body Rock.” 3D saw the piece and added a 3D 
character next to it that turned its eyes on the Z-Boys’ piece as well as the invented 
word “treach” to show he also knew The Treacherous Three hiphop track “The Body 
Rock,” released in 1980 in the US only.15 Like del Naja, with whom they soon collab-
orated, the Z-Boys combined their freehand writing with little stencils, symbols like a 
pipe, stars, and triangles in different sizes.

	 9	 Pictured for instance in Felix Braun, Steve Wright (ed.): Children of the Can. Bath 2008, 
p. 28; “1965 BY 3D PAINTED IN BRISTOL 1985,” posted by John Nation, 07.06.2018, 
https://www.instagram.com/p/BjtZOz8DKoa/ (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 10	 “Hot 33 featuring Firkin the cat cartoon character created by cartoonist Hunt Emerson 
painted by 3D outside Virgin record store in Broadmead in central Bristol 1983.” posted by 
John Nation, 16.09.2019, https://www.instagram.com/p/B2ddRsogI6h/ (accessed May 1, 
2024).

	 11	 “MAGIC BY 3D ON A TRAILER AT THE ASHTON COURT FESTIVAL IN BRISTOL 
UK,” posted by John Nation, 21.02.2019, https://www.instagram.com/p/BuIZ34-gVzD/ 
(accessed May 1, 2024).

	 12	 3D, “Tuf (State of Art)—Thekla, Bristol (October 1984),” http://red-lines.co.uk/3d/ 
3DART02.jpg (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 13	 Del Naja quoted in Felix Braun, Steve Wright (ed.): Children of the Can. Bath 2008, p. 16.
	 14	 Fig. 41, the Z-Boys, Body Rock, their first illegal graffiti piece with stenciled details (stars, 

musical notes), Bristol, 1983, next to a later added Treach character by 3D [Robert del 
Naja]. Source : Felix Braun, Steve Wright (ed.): Children of the Can. Bath 2008, p. 29.

	 15	 The Treacherous Three–The Body Rock, Enjoy Records–ER-6007, vinyl, 12 inches, 33 
⅓ RPM, Red Labels, USA, 1980, https://www.discogs.com/de/release/204968-The-
Treacherous-Three-The-Body-Rock (accessed May 1, 2024).
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6.1.2	 Early Stencil/Graffiti and Comics

According to Bristol Z-Boys’ member Ian Dark, also a former punk and The 
Clash fan, he was not only influenced by US graffiti: “Stuff like comics were a big 
influence, the Marvel and DC comics, because it had the same elements: block let-
ters, shading, shadows, highlighting, and bubbles and stars and stuff. I used to copy 
the characters and the writing from things like Batman and Iron Man, and read lots 
when I was younger: Dare Devil, Swamp Thing and Howard the Duck.”16 Del Naja 
quoted similar comic influences like Frank Miller or Howard the Duck.17 Often graffiti 
writers seemed to have chosen dark urban heroes they and their peer group could iden-
tify with. 1980s pochoirist Thierry Gauthé alias Bergu issued a pochoir/punk fanzine 
called Pirates & Co, hinting at the 1930s American action-adventure comic strip Terry 
and the Pirates.

	 16	 Ian Dark in Felix Braun, Steve Wright (ed.): Children of the Can. Bath 2008, p. 29. Photo 
and infos see the same page.

	 17	 3D’s second piece outside Virgin records in Bristol 1984 depicts Howard the Duck; in: LM 
magazine, January 1987, p. 21, 3D stated his work “Serious Art” (1986) was inspired by 
Frank Miller’s Dark Knight [first published February–June 1986].

Fig. 41: The Z-Boys, Body Rock, their first illegal graffiti piece with stenciled details (stars, musical notes), 
Bristol, 1983, next to a later added Treach character by 3D [Robert del Naja]. Source: Felix Braun, 
Steve Wright (ed.): Children of the Can. Bath 2008, p. 29.
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3D and the Z-Boys (fig. 41) were not the only European stencil/graffiti pioneers 
influenced by comics. The mentioned French style-writing pioneer Skki, who also used 
stencils, said this of the early graffiti writers in France: “We wanted to make comics and 
therefore use the two elements: writing and characters.”18 In 1983, early French poch-
oirist group MixMix exhibited comic strips at the Angoulême International Comics 
Festival. At the same time, they bombed various stencils all over the city.19 Comic fan 
Alex Vallauri also referenced Golden Age comics such as Mandrake the Magician or the 
panther from Jungle Jim in his stencils (both comics were developed in 1934).20 Like 
the pochoirists Blek le Rat, Etherno,21 and Miss.Tic, German stencil/graffiti pioneer 
King Pin also chose a comic character’s name in 1983. In East Berlin around 1989, 
two groups of comic artists, Renate and PGH Glühende Zukunft also made stencil 
graffiti.22 Connections between comics and stencil graffiti, both of which have experi-
enced a strong revaluation as cultural assets in the course of the last decades, have not 
yet been explored.

6.1.3	 Punk Brought Hip-Hop to the UK

Established British punk protagonists were crucial in bringing American hip-hop 
to the United Kingdom. The birth of English hip-hop was not in London, but in Bris-
tol. There, the most important figure to establish the British version of US style-writ-
ing graffiti was a young former punk,23 Robert del Naja. He helped develop British 
hip-hop visually, and later, as front-man of trip-hop collective Massive Attack, acous-
tically as well. Punk, hip-hop, and later techno shared a do-it-yourself spirit, at least in 

	 18	 Skki quoted in Stéphanie Lemoine, Julien Terral: In situ. Un panorama de l’art urbain de 
1975 à nos jours. Paris 2005, p. 42. Translation by the author.

	 19	 Denys Riout: Le Livre Du graffiti. Paris 1985, p. 80.
	 20	 Celia Maria Antonacci Ramos: Vallauri/Matuck/Zaidler. In: Celia Maria Antonacci 

Ramos: Grafite, Pichação & Cia., Annablume Editora, São Paulo, 1994, p. 91–100; Carlos 
Albuquerque: Pioneiro do grafite no Brasil, Alex Vallauri recebe homenagens, 13.04.2013, 
https://extra.globo.com/tv-e-lazer/pioneiro-do-grafite-no-brasil-alex-vallauri-recebe-
homenagens-8099854.html (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 21	 “Etherno comes from a U.S. comic strip, I added the H to give the word an acidity.” Etherno 
in punk fanzine Pantouflrock, No 6, June 1986, p. 14. Adam Eterno is an UK (not US, like 
Etherno stated) comic book character who first appeared in IPC’s Thunder in 1970, later in 
Lion (1971–74) and Valiant (1974–76), https://ukcomics.fandom.com/wiki/Adam_Eterno 
(accessed May 1, 2024).

	 22	 Renate member Atak also stenciled together with PGH Glühende Zukunft member [Hol-
ger] Fickelscherer. See Bernhard van Treeck: Das große Graffiti-Lexikon. Berlin 2001, p. 20, 
76, 113, 309, 326; PGH Glühende Zukunft. Exhibition catalogue. Galerie am Chamisso-
platz. Berlin 1991.

	 23	 Robert Del Naja in conversation with Sean Bidder, in: Robert del Naja: 3D & the Art of 
Massive Attack. London 2015. Unpaged [booklet page 1].
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their British versions. Each genre influenced Banksy and helped shape his visual style.24 
Stencils were part of each of these do-it-yourself cultures.

Young punk del Naja’s favorite band in the early 1980s was The Clash.25 Already in 
the late 1970s, a young Frenchman, a soon-to-be pochoirist Jef Aérosol, was impressed 
by The Clash’s stenciled T-shirts.26 In 1981, del Naja saw New York style-writing graf-
fiti pioneer Futura 2000 (*1955) spraying graffiti on subway trains in the music video 
for The Clash song “This is Radio Clash” (released November 20, 1981).27 It was also 
Futura 2000 who seemed to have done the first American style-writing graffiti piece 
on British soil in London in late October28 1981 when he accompanied The Clash on 
tour. He rapped and sprayed live on stage during the show; Aerosol saw the tour and 
also started stenciling in France.29 Futura also designed the record sleeve for The Clash’s 
1981 single “This is Radio Clash.” It didn’t use freehand graffiti spray-paint visuals. 
Instead, Furtura used pictograms and technical drawings, a style closer to stencils than 
to style-writing.

In 1988, del Naja also mentioned he read about New York style-writing graffiti 
in magazines like �e Face, which inspired him.30 Most likely he was talking about an 
article called “Graffiti, goodbye” by James Truman, which appeared in �e Face in Sep-
tember 1982 and was advertised on the cover as “New York Art Scene.” It portrayed a 
negative picture of NYC rap and graffiti culture.31 Besides Keith Haring works, there 
was also a small photo of a legal Lee Quinones style-writing graffiti mural in a gallery.32 
Del Naja may have also read a two-page story entitled “Subway Graffiti,” printed in the 
New Musical Express on September 12, 1981. It featured photos of graffiti pioneers like 
Dondi and Futura2000.33 Del Naja also saw Malcolm McLaren’s music video for his 
song “Buffalo Gals” (released November 12, 1982), which depicts hip-hop techniques 

	 24	 In the forthcoming book Ulrich Blanché (ed.): Banksy. The First Decade. Early Shows 
1997–2005. Heidelberg 2022.

	 25	 Felix Braun, Steve Wright (ed.): Children of the Can. Bath 2008, p. 16.
	 26	 See chapter 1.3.1.
	 27	 The Clash, This is Radio Clash (Official Video, 4.07min), TCs: 0.30min; 1.08min; 

4.02min., https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=krl-2hgFrJU (accessed May 1, 2024).
	 28	 The Clash played 18.-26.10.1981 at the Lyceum Theatre in London.
	 29	 Aérosol’s biography part in Jef Aérosol. Parcours fléché. Paris 2012, see also https://www.

jefaerosol.com/biographie/(accessed May 1, 2024).
	 30	 Del Naja interviewed by Philip Johnson: Robert Del Naja Street Art, 8.08 min, [late] 1988, 

2016 BBC Inside Out West published video footage, Filton Technical College, TC: 0.23 
min., https://www.facebook.com/insideoutwest/videos/10154619214755925/ (accessed May 
1, 2024).

	 31	 James Truman: Graffiti, Goodbye. In: The Face magazine, No. 30, October 1982, p. 48–52.
	 32	 James Truman: Graffiti, Goodbye. In: The Face magazine, No. 30, October 1982, p. 48.
	 33	 Chris Salewitz: Subway Graffiti, in: New Musical Express, 12.09.1981, p.44-45. 
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like style-writing, spray-painted by graffiti pioneer Dondi White (1961–98).34 McLaren 
claimed to have been involved with Situationist-inspired English radical group King 
Mob. Later McLaren admitted he lied and just heard of King Mob events. 35 King 
Mob was active around 1970, also with satirical political slogan graffiti.36 The French 
Situationists, to which stencil pioneer Pignon-Ernest was also close, were influential 
to French May 1968 graffiti particularly.37 McLaren stenciled one of these May 1968 
graffiti on the shirt he wore in the first press photo taken of him.38

Both music videos inspired del Naja to spray freehand graffiti himself. McLaren, 
former Sex Pistols manager, and The Clash were both famous for British punk when 
they introduced elements of American hip-hop to the UK—breakdancing, rapping, 
scratching, and graffiti. The first to adopt these elements were young punks like del 
Naja.39 3D got to know the American freehand style-writing graffiti technique via TV 
and cinema, in music videos and films like Wild Style (1983). Both the music and 
visuals of punk and hip-hop are predominantly made of collages—introduced, spread, 
and received mostly via copies, books, videos, films, and records.

6.2	 Style-Writing Graffiti Pioneer 3D

Del Naja started the British version of style-writing graffiti in Bristol. He worked 
with stencils and freehand at the beginning. For del Naja, the two were not at war with 
one another; they were simply tools that served different purposes. With the growing 
influence of US style-writing, common perception changed. Stencils were seen as an 
inferior version of style-writing graffiti, both because stenciling seemed to require less 

	 34	 Del Naja interviewed by Philip Johnson: Robert Del Naja Street Art, 8.08 min, [late] 1988, 
2016 BBC Inside Out West published video footage, Filton Technical College, TC: 0.24 
https://www.facebook.com/insideoutwest/videos/10154619214755925/ (accessed May 1, 
2024); Felix Braun, Steve Wright (ed.): Children of the Can. Bath 2008, p. 11. In January 
1983 Mc Laren issued his album Duck Rock, Dondi designed the cover, which featured a 
drawing by Keith Haring.

	 35	 Malcolm McLaren quoted in Jon Savage: England’s Dreaming: Sex Pistols and Punk Rock. 
1991, p. 34. Later McLaren admitted he lied and just heard of King Mob events. Malcolm 
McLaren quoted in Tom Vague: King Mob Echo: From Gordon Riots to Situationists and 
Sex Pistols. London 2000, p. 47.

	 36	 Hari Kunzru: The mob who shouldn’t really be here. King Mob. Tate Etc., Issue 13, 1 May 
2008. https://www.tate.org.uk/tate-etc/issue-13-summer-2008/mob-who-shouldnt-really-be-
here (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 37	 See chapter 1.3.
	 38	 “BE REASONABLE DEMAND THE IMPOSSIBLE“, See photo of McLaren by Joseph 

Stevens in: Rick Szymanski: Would you buy a rubber T-Shirt from this man? In Street Life 
magazine, 1–14.05.1976, p. 11, reproduced in Johan Kugelberg, Jon Savage (eds.) Punk: An 
Aesthetic. New York 2012, p. 112.

	 39	 Felix Braun, Steve Wright (ed.): Children of the Can. Bath 2008, p. 16.
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skill, and because stenciling was an outdated technique , as stencils and slogans rep-
resented something before hip-hop, before style-writing graffiti—punk, hippies, 1968. 
It’s important to note, however, that New York City style-writing pioneer Coco144 
(Roberto Gualtieri, *1956) used stencils (though only for his tag) as early as 1972.40 
These negative views of stencils have survived until today. Del Naja was confronted 
with these prejudices against stencils several times, as I will exemplify below. Before 
that, I will trace the origins of the punk stencils del Naja used, which took root in the 
aftermath of 1968, but were also a way out of hip-hop graffiti for del Naja at the end 
of the 1980s.

Robert del Naja, aka 3D, started with punk stencils but was not limited to them. 
Stencils paved his way into style–writing graffiti—but also his way out. For his first 
ever spray-painting in the streets of Bristol in 1983, he worked not only freehand 
but also used a stencil to depict a breakdancer and another stencil with stars.41 3D’s 
retrospective reputation as one of the first British graffiti writers, however, is based 
on his technical mastery of the spray can without a stencil. Photos of pre-1987 3D 
pieces do not feature stencils. There seems to be no photo documentation of his earlier 
stencil work. 3D’s freehand characters were very stencil-like; even some of his free-
hand-painted faces looked like stencils, not so much like hip-hop characters, although 
he did paint some of those as well.

When 3D wanted to experiment with style-writing graffiti by using stencils after 
a while, he encountered headwinds. New York photographer and book editor Henry 
Chalfant, who was (and is) a documenter and influential mentor of the New York 
graffiti scene, refused to include one motif—[Robert] “De Niro” by Del Naja in his 
photobook Spraycan Art (1987)—as Chalfant considered the work to be a stencil. 
According to 3D, however, it was sprayed freehand, but Chalfant didn’t want to believe 
it. Chalfant stated he did not remember this conversation when I asked him about it 
in 2020.42 In 2021, he stated in another interview when asked by Charlotte Pyatt: “I 
was never prejudiced against stencils. it’s just another technique available for artists. I 
do admire freehand work using spray paint. It takes a lot of skill.”43 This statement still 
implies that stencils don’t require much skill or craftsmanship—which is debatable, as 
it depends on the stencil and its attachment as well as the stenciler.

An obvious consideration of the del Naja work in question, ”De Niro,” which 
remained unfinished due to 3D’s second arrest on August 22, 1984,44 makes both 

	 40	 Lois Stavsky: COCO144: The Evolution of an Artist. Interview, 16.09.2013, https://
streetartnyc.org/blog/2013/09/16/coco144-the-evolution-of-an-artist/ (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 41	 Felix Braun, Steve Wright (ed.): Children of the Can. Bristol 2008, p. 18.
	 42	 Q&A Henry Chalfant, SAUC Online lecture, 31.05.2020.
	 43	 Chalfant interviewed in: Vanguard. Bristol Street Art. The Evolution of a Global Movement. 

Exhibition catalog. Bristol 2021, p. 47.
	 44	 Robert del Naja: 3D & the Art of Massive Attack. London 2015. Unpaged.
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positions a bit understandable:45 3D seems to have tried to copy the look of his source 
image, the original movie poster for �e Deer Hunter, an American film about the 
Vietnam War and its aftermath from 1978. In the UK, this poster depicting Robert 
DeNiro with a pistol to his head, a reference to the prominent role of Russian roulette 
in the film, was soon withdrawn and replaced by a less offensive poster.46 The original 
poster was in black and white with a reduced screen print look very close to the look of 
a stencil. 3D tried to copy a stencil-like image by spray-painting it freehand. Chalfant’s 
rejection points not only to the bad reputation stencils had in the style writing graffiti 
scene but also to the stylistic importance of figures, faces, and characters in 3D’s work.

Graffiti was 3D’s ticket into music. Because of his graffiti skills, he became part of 
the early Bristol hip-hop sound system The Wild Bunch. Like punk stencils that adver-
tised punk bands, 3D frequently painted “The Wild Bunch”47 on walls and designed 
fliers for their club nights.48

After more than three years of mainly freehand spray-painting, 3D integrated 
stencils (again) as details of his freehand sprayed works. For a legal group exhibition 
in August 1987,49 del Naja spray-painted his work “Mute Mona” (fig. 42) on a board 
significantly larger than himself:50 “The first time I really used stencils was […] for the 
Birmingham exhibition. I did the Mona Lisa painting without the mouth. I painted 
the rest freehand, and I tried to be quite painterly about it […].”51 Del Naja was 
mocked by his graffiti writer colleagues because of his use of a stencil in “Mute Mona” 

	 45	 Felix Braun, Steve Wright (ed.): Children of the Can. Bath 2008, p. 21; 
	 46	 “British Crown (20 × 30 inches). Overseas, the Academy Award-winning film starring 

Robert DeNiro had a much more graphic ad campaign. Offered here is one of the original 
release British campaign posters, depicting DeNiro with the “Russian roulette” pistol to 
his head. This poster was withdrawn from circulation soon after its appearance.“, https://
atthemovies.uk/products/318-the-deer-hunter-1978?variant=39405193330768 (accessed 
May 1, 2024).

	 47	 See photos in Felix Braun, Steve Wright (ed.): Children of the Can. Bath 2008, p. 14, 16, 
19, 21, 26, 28. See also photo by John Nation, posted on Instagram 4. December 2018: 
https://www.instagram.com/p/Bq8_M1agT3Q/ (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 48	 Felix Braun, Steve Wright (ed.): Children of the Can. Bath 2008, p. 20, for a photo see 
p. 15.

	 49	 “Rockin’ the City. New York Street Art” group show at the Birmingham central library, 10th 
-29th August, 1987. On 25.06.2021 Tristan Manco photographed the flyer of the show, see 
https://www.instagram.com/p/CQiFrq6Ft0F/ (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 50	 For a photo of 3D with an uncut version of Mute Mona (fig. 42) see https://www.instagram.
com/p/BgngU4Lly2a/ (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 51	 Robert del Naja in Felix Braun, Steve Wright (ed.): Children of the Can. Bath 2008, p. 21. 
3D stated in the same interview the show was in 1986, but it took place 10–29.08.1987. See 
also Martin Jones: Goldie–Stairway to Fame Photo Collection. 27.04.2010, https://www.
fabriclondon.com/blog/view/goldie-stairway-to-fame-photo-collection (accessed May 1, 
2024).
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(fig. 42), as he described it himself.52 “I tried to be quite painterly about it” still sounds 
like an apology; just a very small part of the work is made with a stencil. Bristol graf-
fiti pioneers Nick Walker53 and Inkie54 linked the rise of stencil graffiti in Bristol to a 
big police operation called Operation Anderson during which many freehand graffiti 

	 52	 “The graffiti boys hated it. I remember sitting in the Bombin’ preview with Brim, Bio, 
T-Kid, Nicer, Vulcan and Goldie and his boys, and I’d sent all my pictures up to the exhi-
bition, and I was sat there with Miles Johnson, [DJ with the Wild Bunch] and one of them 
said ‘yeah, somebody’s been using stencils.’ The rest of them were like ‘yeah, that’s wack man’ 
obviously taking the piss out of me, and Miles gave me an elbow in the ribs and whispered 
‘you wanker Jack’.” Robert del Naja in Felix Braun, Steve Wright (ed.): Children of the Can. 
Bath 2008, p. 21.

	 53	 Felix Braun, Steve Wright (ed.): Children of the Can. Bath 2008, p. 41.
	 54	 Inkie: “When we started out, stencils were taboo, […] It was frowned upon. But looking 

back on it, what Banksy did was kind of clever. I could have done two-three color stencil 
pieces in a couple of minutes.” Animal: BRISTOL–Meet Inkie–UK Graffiti King, https://
ilovegraffiti.de, 18 September 2013, https://ilovegraffiti.de/blog/2013/09/18/bristol-meet-
inkie-uk-graffiti-king-animal/ (accessed May 1, 2024).

Fig. 42: Robert del Naja, Mute Mona, “Rockin’ The City New York Street Art” exhibition, Birmingham, 
City Library, 10.–29.08.1987, Source: Uploaded by John Nation, 22.03.2018, https://www.instagram.
com/p/BgngU4Lly2a/ (accessed May 1, 2024).
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writers were busted in 1989: “As a result, the quality of the work suffered because there 
was less time to complete it. This may have been a creative precursor to why the stencil 
became popular at the time, speed was essential. You can do a stencil illegally in about 
two seconds, a tag takes about 10, a throw-up a few minutes and a piece around an 
hour at least. Back then we wouldn’t touch stencils with a barge pole apart from 3D 
and Nick Walker, it was taboo! Personally, I think we all shot ourselves in the foot, 
we could have had 100 times more coverage with stencils, this is how Banksy spread 
his artwork so rapidly. He was the first to really take advantage of this when we were 
all shaking our heads at it! Doh ….”55 Stencils were seen as laziness, as a “clever” but 
unsanctioned abbreviation, a hack, a shortcut, not the real thing.

This stencil taboo was nourished by picture books and films from the US that 
showed graffiti writers only working freehand. When 3D started with graffiti, these 
rules were not yet established in Europe, but they became stronger. 3D could only be 
a pioneer, could never establish himself as a true “master” in the eyes of others, because 
all his skills were self-taught, from graffiti to music. He started in trip-hop without 
being able to play an instrument. “Everything I’ve ever done—painting, music, writ-
ing—has always been untrained and uneducated.”56 Stenciling and sampling follow the 
same principle, using something that already exists to create something new, often in 
a collage-type way.

6.3	 Post-Hip-Hop Graffiti: 3D’s Pop Art Stencil Graffiti

In 1987, del Naja quit style-writing graffiti and transferred to stencils and figu-
rative painting, a step Banksy would make in 2000 as well, but Banksy did it illegally 
on the street, not on legal and often indoors walls like del Naja, who had already been 
caught by the police one time too many by August 1984.57 In a way, Banksy’s illegal 
career really began when he quit freehand graffiti, as his stencils appeared on more 
illegal walls than his style-writing. Unlike del Naja’s 1987 mostly freehand-painted 

	 55	 Inkie interviewed in: Vanguard. Bristol Street Art. The Evolution of a Global Movement. 
Exhibition catalog. Bristol 2021, p. 57.

	 56	 “Everything I’ve ever done—painting, music, writing—has always been untrained and uned-
ucated.” Del Naja interview by Anil Prasad: Massive Attack. Friendly fire, 1998. https://
www.innerviews.org/inner/massive.html (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 57	 Robert Del Naja in conversation with Sean Bidder, in: Robert del Naja: 3D & the Art of 
Massive Attack. London 2015. Unpaged [booklet page 2]. 3D illustrated his second warrant 
from August 1984 in his book as well.
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transfer-works “Mute Mona” (fig. 42), a variation of it,58 and “Noodles,”59 and a vari-
ation of that,60 the works “Lightning Hopkins,” “Miles Davis,” “Bristol Taxis/Taxi 
Driver,” “Iron Mike,” and “Maggie Monroe” (all 198861) were first and foremost sten-
cils works.62 For these, 3D did not go back to punk stencils, he did not create a “Wild 
Bunch” logo stencil, nor a 3D logo stencil, nor a slogan using letters, although this tra-
dition is still recognizable in the collaged and funny titles of some of these new works 
like “Maggie Monroe.” Instead, 3D combined punk stencils and Warhol’s serial Pop 
Art screen prints; he made figurative portrait stencils. “Iron Mike,” “Miles Davis,” and 
“Lightning Hopkins” simply transferred photos of a boxer and of jazz musicians into 
single layer stencils. “Lightning Hopkins” and “Miles Davis” were already white on 
black reverse stencils, so the stencil-cutting process required thinking in inverted col-
ors. “Iron Mike” and “Maggie Monroe” both used repeated stencils on (indoor) walls 
of the Montpelier Hotel, where 3D was allowed to work and where he also painted 
“Bristol Taxis.”63 It combined the stencils for de Niro’s face, hand, and gun posing in 
the movie Taxi Driver,64 with a half-freehand technique one could call tape stenciling, 
which 3D also used in his rather freehand pieces at the same time, for instance in 
“Crimes” and “Ruins” (both 1987).65

	 58	 A variation of Mute Mona with a large 3D tag and zombie arms was for sale and photo-
graphed in George’s Book shop, Park Street, Bristol, 1987. See photo by John Nation, posted 
11/08/2016, https://www.instagram.com/p/BMjii9XBC7d/ (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 59	 Both illustrated in Felix Braun, Steve Wright (ed.): Children of the Can. Bristol 2008, p. 22; 
for an uncut version of Mute Mona (fig. 42) see photo posted by John Nation 22.03.2018, 
https://www.instagram.com/p/BgngU4Lly2a/ (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 60	 The Johnny Cash stencil from “Noodles” was also used legally in a different composition 
outside the Special K’s Café ca. 1987, photo posted by Arthunter, 16.09.2019, https://www.
instagram.com/p/B2e-0dPHlOY/ (accessed May 1, 2024).

	 61	 In Robert del Naja: 3D & the Art of Massive Attack. London 2015. Unpaged and in Felix 
Braun, Steve Wright (ed.): Children of the Can. Bristol 2008, all these works are dated 1988, 
in the 2021 Vanguard exhibition catalog, p. 55, however, Maggie Monroe was dated to 
1987.

	 62	 All illustrated in Robert del Naja: 3D & the Art of Massive Attack. London 2015. Unpaged.
	 63	 Illustrated in Felix Braun, Steve Wright (ed.): Children of the Can. Bristol 2008, p. 22.
	 64	 The exact same pose was also used on some of the posters of the 1976 film by Martin 

Scorsese.
	 65	 Both illustrated in Felix Braun, Steve Wright (ed.): Children of the Can. Bristol 2008, p. 20.
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Del Naja stenciled a second different, life-size version of this de Niro stencil (“Bris-
tol Taxis”) legally on a clothing shop in Park Row documented on video in 1988,66 later 
simply called “Taxi Driver,”67 where he demonstrated his tape stenciling technique 
as well, something graffiti writers would also consider a no-go: “‘To us stencils were 
taboo,’ sayed oldschool Bristol graffiti writer and Banksy collaborateur Inkie. ‘I would 
have just been laughed at, it was all about face. Even if you used a bit of paper or some 
Sellotape or masking tape to do the sharp edges it was frowned on…”68

From 1984 to 1988, Robert del Naja depicted the actor Robert de Niro with a 
gun in his hand several times, in his roles as the two traumatized Vietnam veterans 
from Taxi Driver (1976) and �e Deer Hunter (1978). In 1985, 3D hinted at the actor 
in an inscription is his work “The Day The Law Died”: “de Niro ‘76,”69 referencing 
the Martin Scorsese film Taxi Driver, which was released in 1976. “From the earliest 
days of The Wild Bunch there’s been this kind of purchase on contemporary culture, 
at least in terms of the cinema […]. They called themselves after a Peckinpah film �e 
Wild Bunch […]. They were massively into Scorsese films, Taxi Driver particularly. The 
Wild Bunch had T-shirts made with the Robert De Niro image with the hand pointing 
the gun. Robert del Naja from Massive Attack who is also in The Wild Bunch, 3D, 
or Delge or D, was his nickname, he’s got a kind of fascination with Robert de Niro. 
Their names are very similar, they’ve both got Italian ancestry.”70 Del Naja’s nickname 
3D references the (in England) unusual three (“3”) parts of his name (Robert del Naja) 
and the “D” of the “del,” meaning Robert de Niro could also be called 3D for the 

	 66	 In 2016 BBC Inside Out West published video footage called “Robert Del Naja street art” 
by Philip Johnson (https://www.facebook.com/insideoutwest/videos/10154619214755925/ 
(accessed May 1, 2024). The footage was produced by Johnson and camera operator Morris 
Weeks for their Open Access Video Workshop am Filton Technical College. It depicts 3D 
stenciling de Niro on the facade of the (former) Westworld clothing shop in Lower Park 
Row, Bristol. According to del Naja it was made in 1988 (Del Naja: The Art Of 3D Massive 
Attack. London/New York 2014). The book depicts a nearly finished version of the stencil 
work.

	 67	 Robert del Naja: 3D & the Art of Massive Attack. London 2015. Unpaged.
	 68	 Inkie quoted in Ellsworth-Jones 2013, p. 62, see also Gregory Snyder: Graffiti Lives. New 

York 2009, p. 37.
	 69	 Illustrated on the cover of Venue Bristol magazine, Nr 83, 5–18.07.1985, illustrated in Felix 

Braun, Steve Wright (ed.): Children of the Can. Bath 2008, p. 21. On the same page, Braun 
depicted also a sketch of that authorized wall that is captured mistakenly as “sketch that 3D 
was painting when he was arrested the second time, 1984,” as 3D followed his sketch for the 
Venue cover quite truly–apart from the Taxi Driver Mohawk De Niro that he messed up. 
The actual unfinished De Niro graffiti from his arrest on 22.08.1984 is also depicted on the 
same page but it is based on the Deer Hunter, not on Taxi Driver.

	 70	 Phil Johnson quoted in his 25 min. video documentary Sounds Of The West—Straight 
Outa Bristol (Wild Bunch/Massive Attack/Tricky/Portishead) from 1996, TC: 8:50–9:55, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8MY71_JMDfo&t=527s (accessed May 1, 2024).
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same reasons. Around 1988, as mentioned, del Naja cut De Niro also as a stencil.71 
De Niro was already a fitting alter ego for the young die-hard The Clash fan del Naja 
in the very early 1980s before he became 3D. In their song “Red Angel Dragnet,” The 
Clash refer to de Niro’s role as Travis Bickle in Taxi Driver.72 The Clash frontman Joe 
Strummer adapted Bickle’s mohawk haircut and Vietnam veteran outfit during the 
tour for the album Combat Rock,73 which included the aforementioned gimmick sten-
cil to “Straight to Hell.” Years later, as a outstanding graffiti writing pioneer, 3D saw 
himself as a kind of de Niro in Taxi Driver, a “lone wolf,”74 a lone fighter in an urban 
jungle, or “urban Vietnam,” as The Clash call it in “This Is Radio Clash” and “Outside 
Broadcast.” Robert de Niro’s gun seems to have been Robert del Naja’s spray can.

3D’s post-graffiti stencil works around 1988, after his style-writing graffiti phase, 
were lighter, more playful, like Vallauri’s late Pop Art (fig. 31), than graffiti writing or 
punk, maybe also more about his personal taste, less just about politics, although that 
notion never completely left his output. 3D’s stencil work at that time is more about 
style than the previous punk stencils by Crass, etc. 3D’s stencils around 1988 did not 
look like punk stencils, they looked more like Pop Art screen prints. Still, it was an old 
punk record cover that summed up del Naja’s new direction. The first band he saw live 
was punk band Stiff Little Fingers. On the cover of their album In�ammable Material, 
released on February 2, 1979 there were, in a stencil-like, do-it-yourself way, a few rows 
of a flame icon.75 The simplicity and serial sequence of the same motif reminded one 
of consumer products and their reflection in Warhol’s Pop Art. 3D took one of those 
flames and put it on the first album cover of his band Massive Attack. The reduced 
stencil-like flame icon became a kind of logo for the band. Stencils functioned as a 
way out of style-writing graffiti for 3D, as they were a step into graffiti six years earlier.

	 71	 In 2016 BBC Inside Out West suggested that video footage called “Robert Del Naja street 
art” by Phil[ip] Johnson would show “previously unbroadcast footage of young graffiti 
artist Robert Del Naja” from “circa 1985/86” (https://www.facebook.com/insideoutwest/
videos/10154619214755925/ (accessed May 1, 2024). Parts of the footage were already 
shown on TV in 1996 in Philip Johnson’s documentary “Sounds Of The West–Straight 
Outa Bristol” (https://youtu.be/8MY71_JMDfo?t=527 (accessed May 1, 2024) The footage 
was produced by Johnson and camera operator Morris Weeks for their Open Access Video 
Workshop am Filton Technical College. It depicts 3D stenciling de Niro on the facade of 
the (former) Westworld clothing shop in Lower Park Row, Bristol. According to del Naja it 
was made in 1988 (Del Naja: The Art Of 3D Massive Attack. London/New York 2014). The 
book depicts a nearly finished version of the stencil work.

	 72	 “Only Travis/ Come in, Travis” refers to Travis Bickle. Tim Nordberg: Rock History 
101: The Clash’s “Red Angel Dragnet,” consequenceofsound.net 25.04.2009, https://
consequenceofsound.net/2009/04/rock-history-101-the-clashs-red-angel-dragnet/ (accessed 
May 1, 2024).

	 73	 Ibid.
	 74	 Felix Braun, Steve Wright (ed.): Children of the Can. Bath 2008, p. 15.
	 75	 Robert Del Naja in a conversation with Sean Bidder, in: Robert del Naja: 3D & the Art of 

Massive Attack. London 2015. Unpaged [booklet page 1].
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Influenced by 3D, Jody [Thomas76] and Nick Walker (*1969) also began making 
stencil graffiti in Bristol. Jody, “[a]rguably the second artist in Bristol [after 3D, note by 
the author] to adopt stencilling as one of his tools,”77 admired 3D’s use of stencils for 
details in freehand graffiti: “I saw […]3D’s […] piece at the back of Special K’s Café, 
with the face that had been stenciled. It’s very easy to get it wrong when you’re painting 
a face freehand, to get the proportions right. I remember seeing that piece and think-
ing ‘[…] he got the eyes right.’”78 Tristan Manco also began stenciling in 1986,79 but 

not in large scale or frequency like Jody, who started in 198880/89,81 or Nick Walker, 

	 76	 http://www.jodyart.co.uk/about (accessed May 1, 2024).
	 77	 Jody quoted in Felix Braun, Steve Wright (ed.): Children of the Can. Bath 2008, p. 99.
	 78	 Jody quoted in Felix Braun, Steve Wright (ed.): Children of the Can. Bath 2008, p. 101.
	 79	 “Some of my own… oldest stencils from my stencil art portfolios–Egyptian figure 1986.” 

Tristan Manco on Instagram as stencil_graffiti_handbook, 03.05.2020, https://www.
instagram.com/p/B_ujTwAFJrB/ (accessed May 1, 2024); see also https://www.instagram.
com/p/B_ujpFxFBmU/ (accessed May 1, 2024); https://www.instagram.com/p/B_
ujaxqlcWZ/ (accessed May 1, 2024); on a wall see https://www.instagram.com/p/CuvCOmj 
s8v-/(accessed May 1, 2024).

	 80	 http://www.jodyart.co.uk/about (accessed May 1, 2024).
	 81	 Felix Braun, Steve Wright (ed.): Children of the Can. Bath 2008, p. 99.

Fig. 43: Banksy, ant, stencil graffiti, Bristol, ca. 1997. Source: Steve Wright: Home Sweet Home. Banksy’s 
Bristol. Bath 2016; p. 62, for date see p. 65.
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who began in 1992.82 Banksy put up his first stencils of an ant (fig. 43) according to 
others already circa 1992–94,83 according to Banksy himself at some point before or in 
1997.84 In the imprint to his retrospective catalog Banksy mentioned 1996 as earliest 
date.85 This, however, seems to refer only to works produced as “Banksy,” not works by 
the same person before that.

3D was the one in Bristol that established stencils and experimented with them. 
Jody manipulated distorted faces and made serial rows. Nick Walker alternated between 
freehand and stenciling. He relied on formal gimmicks and perfection in terms of sten-
cils, much like style-writing as an attitude—only transferred to stencils. Banksy took 
a different approach. Instead of quitting art and relying on music like 3D did for a 
while, or quitting working on the streets like Jody, or choosing technical perfection 
like Walker, Banksy relied on continuous illegal quantity and telling visual pun stories.

6.4	 Pablo Fiasco: Stencil/Graffiti from Vancouver, Canada to 
Brighton, England [An Interview]

Because of Banksy’s fame, which became prevalent starting around 2006, ret-
rospectively it seems that Bristol was the beginning of stencil graffiti and the stencil 
capital of Britain. Brighton, however, also had two prolific illegal stencil artists in the 
1990s: Sucre/Nylon and Pablo Fiasco (fig. 44). Both had a punk background,86 and are 
prominently featured in Tristan Manco’s 2002 book Stencil Gra�ti, Fiasco’s typewriter 
is even on the cover. Sucre a.k.a. Sucré, a.k.a. Shar, a.k.a. [Vinnie] Nylon started sten-
cil graffiti when he cut the logo of anarchist punk band Crass in 1981.87 By 1985, he 
achieved fame as a graffiti writer but then also as a stencil artist. He continued street 
stenciling until the mid-1990s, when he burnt all his stencil work, but his stencils 
were still on many Brighton walls until the early 2000s. The following sub-chapters 
are (mostly) an interview I conducted with Fiasco via email in February 2021. Fiasco’s 
responses have not been edited or altered except in rare cases indicated by square brack-
ets and to add references to relevant images in this book as well as citations.

6.4.1	 Beginnings in Vancouver, 1970s–1990s

UB	 How and when did you learn something like gra�ti existed?

	 82	 Felix Braun, Steve Wright (ed.): Children of the Can. Bath 2008, p. 36.
	 83	 Steve Wright: Home Sweet Home. Banksy’s Bristol. Bath 2007; p. 60, for date see p. 63.
	 84	 Banksy: Cut & Run. Exhibition catalog, Glasgow 2023, p. 10.
	 85	 Ibid., imprint.
	 86	 Interview with Pablo Fiasco, February 2021; Manco 2002, p. 45.
	 87	 See chapter 5.



UK Stencil Graffiti in 1980s Bristol and 1990s Brightons 307

PF	 I remember a time before graffiti—that is before the hip hop bubble letter style 
of graffiti. But there was always graffiti around. I grew up in a city with a vibrant count-
er-culture so messages written on walls was a constant from as long as I can remember. 
Vancouver had a big gay scene that I was aware of as a child, and they were responsible 
for quite a lot of political graffiti, later there was the punk scene who also used graffiti 
and stencils as well as cut up collage posters. I grew up in Vancouver during the Viet-
nam war, and it was a refuge for a lot of Americans who came to Canada to escape the 
draft, I suspect they were behind a lot of the anti-war and anti-draft graffiti I saw. It was 
also home to a lot of environmentalists and hippies. Vancouver was where Greenpeace 
started and it’s headquarters were right around the corner from where I lived. Save the 
Whales, Stop the War, Stop the Draft graffiti, anti Anita Bryant stencils and anti war 
graffiti was everywhere when I grew up. International politics was part of Vancouver 
life too, so there were graffiti messages in support of the Irish hunger striker Bobby 
Sands and striking dockworkers in Gdansk, Poland with Solidarnosc graffiti.

UB	 Who inspired you to use stencils?
PF	 Stencils just seemed a part of my vocabulary. I was very into art, I was obsessed 
with Re/Search publications who published a book about pranks as well as many 
books about industrial music, underground literature and other under the radar cul-
tures. Stencils seemed a valid way to speak about anti-establishment issues. I had seen 

Fig. 44: Pablo Fiasco, Clerk Kant, stencil graffiti, Brighton 1994. Source: Photo by Pablo Fiasco.
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