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Abstract

This study unites the burgeoning academic field of exhibition histories and the critiques of race-
based exhibition practices that crystallised in Britain in the 1980s and 1990s. It concerns recent
practices of presenting and contextualising black creativity in British publicly funded art museums
and galleries that are part of a broader attempt to increase the diversity of histories and
perspectives represented in public art collections and exhibitions. The research focuses on three
concurrent 2010 exhibitions that aimed to offer a non-hegemonic reading of black creativity
through the use of non-art-historical conceptual and alternative curatorial models: Afro Modern
(Tate Liverpool), Action (The Bluecoat), and a retrospective of works by Chris Ofili (Tate Britain).
Comparative exhibitions of the past were typically premised on concepts of difference that
ultimately resulted in the notional separation of black artists from mainstream discourses on
contemporary art and histories of British art. Through a close and critical textual analysis of these
three recent exhibitions, which is informed by J.L. Austin’s theory of speech acts (1955), the study
considers whether, and to what extent the delimiting curatorial practices of the past have been
successfully abandoned by public art museums and galleries, and furthermore, whether it has been
possible for British art institutions to reject the entrenched, exclusive conceptions of British culture
that negated black contributions to the canon and narratives of British art in the first place. The
exhibition case studies are complemented and contextualised by an in-depth history of the
Bluecoat’s engagement with black creativity between 1976 and 2012, which provides a particular
insight into the ways that debates about representation, difference and separatism have impacted
the policies and practices of one culturally significant art gallery that is frequently overlooked in
histories of black British art. With reference to the notion of legitimate coercion as defined by
Zygmunt Bauman (2000), the study determines that long-standing hegemonic structures continue
to inform the modes through which public art museums and galleries in Britain curate and control

black creativity.
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1. Introduction

One of the major challenges faced by public art museums and galleries since the 1980s has been to
find appropriate ways to respond to calls for better representation from cultural, ethnic, and sexual
minorities. Just as audiences can be highly subversive in how they respond to permanent and
temporary displays and exhibitions, they can also be utterly disempowered by omissions, oversights
and generalities. If a group of people’s contribution is omitted from what counts as history,
whether that is the history of art or the history of any other field, they not only suffer from
exclusion in the past but also in the present. If a section of a population is understood as having no
share in the common heritage of the wider society in which they live, it undermines, devalues and
negates their contribution to that society in the present. The consequences of this for their present
reality may include preclusion from opportunities, such as inhibition of upward social mobility and
even suppression of civil rights." In the context of public art museums and galleries, the challenge
has therefore been to respond to this issue and include a greater diversity of histories, voices and
perspectives in their collections and exhibitions. 2010 was a significant year in Britain in this
respect. Three exhibitions took place in the spring, all purporting to present and contextualise black
creativity in new ways through the employment of alternative curatorial models that, unlike
previous models, did not critically and historically position black artists in terms of cultural

difference and otherness. This study is an examination of those exhibitions.’

In the British context, the term black is generally used to refer to people of African and Caribbean
heritage, including people with mixed ancestry. Historically, the term has had several uses as a
racial and political label, often including other non-European ethnic minority populations in Britain.
The broader political usage signified a shared experience of racism and oppression, particularly
amongst populations with heritages in former British colonies in Africa, Asia and the Caribbean,
which in turn fostered a sense of ‘unity in adversity’. In the context of British art, the terms black
and black artists/art have had varying applications. Individuals such as Rasheed Araeen adopted the
broader usage in the late 1970s for the reasons described above and their relevance to the

workings of British art institutions. There were others, however, that employed the term with sole

! One of the claims of this thesis is that the inclusion of black British artists in narratives of British art in the context of the
state funded museum or gallery is tantamount to a civil right as a consequence of their nationality and financial
contribution through payment of taxes.

% This study focuses on the issue of race and its influence on the underrepresentation and misrepresentation of black
artistic practices in art museums and galleries. Although issues of class and gender have interweaved with that of race in
the experience some black artists have had with art institutions (and indeed with other black artists), it has not been
possible within the scope of the study to cover all three factors. Doctoral research by Ella Mills (University of Leeds) is one
example of a contemporaneous study that focuses on the issue of gender in the same broad context and timeframe that
is addressed in this thesis. The reader may also wish to consult the journal Race and Class (Sage Journals) for scholarly
articles that consider the intersection of race and class in relation to art exhibitions and art institution practices.



reference to individuals of African and Caribbean descent, including Eddie Chambers.? In this study,
the terms black and black artists are used with reference to both the African and Asian diasporas in
Britain, for although it is now extremely rare for British people of Asian descent to self-identify as
black, this broader usage remains pertinent to the way British art institutions address inequalities;
cultural policy relating to ethnic/racial equality typically employs the equivalent terms BME or
BAME to all people of non-white descent (Black and Minority Ethnic or Black, Asian and Minority
Ethnic). | choose to write ‘black’ with a lower case b and this has been retained throughout, except
in direct quotations in which the adjective ‘Black’ or ‘black’ has been left as it was originally written.
| acknowledge, however, that the use of the term is highly complex and much contested, and that
individuals mentioned in the forthcoming chapters may reject my designation, and indeed any

other racial signifier.

This thesis takes the 2010 exhibitions Afro Modern (Tate Liverpool), Action (The Bluecoat), and a
mid-career retrospective of paintings and drawings by Chris Ofili (Tate Britain) as indicative of the
way in which British publicly funded art museums and galleries currently engage with black artists.
Through a close analysis of each exhibition, it considers the extent to which their claims of
employing new modes of historicisation and contextualisation have been successful. It discusses
whether, and to what extent, these recent approaches offer new models for engaging with black
creativity compared to those employed between the late 1970s and late 1990s, but particularly in
the 1980s when there was an unprecedented proliferation of exhibitions in established, publicly
funded art galleries in Britain displaying work by British-born black artists. During this time, black
artists were frequently positioned as separate from their white contemporaries in race-based
exhibitions, for which the primary selection criterion was the artist’s race and which, in
consequence, prioritised the fact of their race in the interpretation and contextualisation of their
work. A notional separation also occurred through curatorial evocations of the supposed cultural
difference of black artists from the mainstream of British society, which thus separated them from
entering mainstream discourses on contemporary art and histories of British art. These approaches
have since been heavily critiqued by black artists and cultural commentators of all ethnic
backgrounds for their potential to delimit opportunities for black artists, who as British citizens had
a right to be represented by state funded spaces for display and to be historically positioned in
narratives and the canon of British art. However, that separatist and race-based practices persisted

in public art institutions into the 1990s and 2000s, and particularly in spite of mounting criticism,

3 See Araeen, R., and Chambers, E., 1988-1989, ‘Black Art: A Discussion’ in Third Text, No. 5, pp. 50-77 for information on
their opposing views on the term black art and its use. The preliminary note in Eddie Chambers’ book Things Done Change
(2012) provides a useful and broader consideration of the term black (particularly pages xv to xviii), and demonstrates
that his views on its use have changed since the 1980s.



brings into question whether, and to what extent, it has been possible for those same institutions
to abandon the deeply held, exclusive conceptions of British culture, and related curatorial

practices, that negated the contributions of black artists to it in the first place.

To date, there have been no in-depth studies examining the critical and historical narratives
presented in these particular, recent exhibitions. It has yet to be determined whether the new
conceptual and historical devices employed in their curation did, in actuality, progress beyond the
delimiting practices of the past by offering new frameworks through which to comprehend work by
black artists. It is possible, therefore, that art museums and institutions such as Tate and galleries
such as the Bluecoat continue to employ curatorial practices that position black artists in terms of
difference and otherness (and thereby separate them from mainstream discourses on
contemporary British art and its history), whilst alleging to do precisely the opposite. By
interrogating and testing claims made on behalf of these recent exhibitions, this study provides a
particular response to that gap in knowledge. Its close and critical examination of these exhibitions
exposes underlying narratives and hierarchies that contextualised the works displayed in them. This
subsequently facilitates a consideration of the extent to which the exhibitions met the aims of their
curators, and by extension, discloses contemporary institutional attitudes towards black British

artists.

The exhibitions are not analysed in terms of the works that were included, nor their physical
arrangement and phenomenological impact on audiences, but instead in terms of assertions made
within the accompanying interpretive texts; the wall captions and introductory panels, press
releases, catalogue essays, and additionally, associated curators’ talks and symposia. | take J.L.
Austin’s theory of speech acts as the starting point in this approach, and specifically, his suggestion
that ‘to say something is to do something [my emphasis]’." In How to Do Things with Words (1955),
Austin stated that in the performance of speech, three acts occur. The first is the locutionary act,
which is the simple act of saying something, for example, ‘the curator said “Picasso was the founder
of Cubism”. The second is the illocutionary act, or the performance of an act in saying
something/what a person does in saying something, for example ‘the curator claimed or argued
that Picasso was the founder of Cubism’. The third is the perlocutionary act, which is the
consequential effects of saying something upon the thoughts, feelings or actions of the audience,

for example, ‘the curator convinced me that Picasso was the founder of Cubism’ or ‘the curator

4 Austin, 1962: 94 (How to Do Things with Words was a series of lectures originally delivered by Austin at Harvard
University in 1955, but printed by Clarendon Press, Oxford in 1962).



challenged my view that Braque was the founder of Cubism’ or ‘the curator confirmed for me what

| already thought about Picasso’.”

The experience of the visual is likely to have more impact on visitors to museums and galleries than
the experience of the text, not only because they may choose not to read exhibition texts, but also
because the visual experience is more open (and more difficult to discuss) than their response to a
text. Visitors are also likely to make sense of exhibition texts in an unlimited number of ways that
may diverge from those intended by the exhibition’s curators. For example, visitors might actively
resist or subvert the control imposed by curators by ignoring textual information, by refusing to
follow exhibition plans/paths, and also by choosing to see their pre-existing assumptions confirmed
in the arrangement of objects/artworks and in the objects/artworks themselves. This brings into
guestion whether texts are an important part of the exhibition experience, and moreover, whether
they have the power to facilitate understandings about art and its histories. However, because
exhibition texts are created for the purpose of instructing our engagement with exhibitions, they
provide an insight into the attitudes and underlying intentions of the individuals and institutions
that produce them. Narratives and hierarchies are constructed in captions, wall texts and
catalogues with the intention of shaping the way we understand, and indeed separate ourselves
from others. In order to comprehend the intentions of art institutions, it is therefore imperative
that we examine both what is expressed in exhibition texts (locutionary speech acts), and also how
it is expressed (in order to consider its illocutionary dimension). An extended consideration of the
perlocutionary consequences of these expressions can in turn reveal something of the museum’s
authority in constructing meaning and knowledge and its relationship to cultural hegemony (a
concept and term derived from Marxist philosophy that describes the control of a culturally diverse
society by those in power - governments, monarchies, the ruling class etc. - who manipulate the
values, beliefs, perceptions and culture of that society to ensure that their worldview is accepted as

the norm).

By focussing on the locutionary and illocutionary statements presented in the accompanying
interpretive texts in Afro Modern, Action, and the Ofili retrospective, this study considers how those
statements might work (intentionally and unintentionally, at a perlocutionary level) to historically
and critically position the work of black artists. Unsurprisingly, the intended meaning or significance
of a statement presented in an exhibition may differ greatly from the way it is understood by those
engaging with it (another aspect of the perlocutionary level of speech). Austin explains that ‘Since

our acts are acts, we must always remember the distinction between producing effects or

® See Austin, 1962: pp.94-107 for more information.



consequences which are intended or unintended...[that is,] when the speaker intends to produce
an effect it may nevertheless not occur...[or] when he does not intend to produce it or intends not
to produce it, it may nevertheless occur’.® His logic can be applied when considering how
exhibitions critically and historically position artists through displaying and contextualising their
work; essentially, there can be a stark difference between what an exhibition purports to do and
what it actually does, as a consequence of smaller perlocutionary acts taking place within it and
often at a micro-level. The assertions about an artist or artwork presented in an interpretive
caption, catalogue essay, curator’s talk etc. may be offered with the intention of evoking in the
mind of the reader a particular perspective on the works before them, but may instead induce an
entirely different or even contrasting view. A textual analysis of Afro Modern, Action and the Ofili
retrospective, and in particular, a consideration of their perlocutionary dimensions, not only
provides a useful means of testing the claims of the exhibitions, but it also reveals the underlying
perspectives and intentions of the curators that produce them, (and by extension the institutions
they work for), which may indeed be at odds with their purported aims. By ascertaining whether
there is a discrepancy between the aims of these exhibitions and the underlying perspectives of the
curators/museums/galleries involved in their production, contemporary institutional attitudes

towards black creativity are revealed.

The thesis is premised on an understanding of the public museum or art gallery as a key agent in
the construction of knowledge, meaning and history, making it a site of great consequence for black
artists seeking recognition for their contribution to the development of British culture. Although
most museums openly state their role in educating, or offering knowledge to, the public in matters
of art and culture, they rarely acknowledge their role in the biased production of knowledge.’
Knowledge production has, however, been a persistent feature of the museum’s history and
functions. Until the late twentieth century, objects, artefacts and artworks were ordered,
juxtaposed and displayed in order to communicate ‘knowledge’ about the structures and
hierarchies of the world, thus aiding the museum in its promotion and representation of
monarchical, national and imperial power. Additionally, and particularly in nineteenth century
museums, ‘great’ artworks were marshalled into visual narratives of the saga of human

development, based on the conviction that exposure to the ‘past’ could facilitate social

e Austin, 1962: 105. Please note that Austin argues that there is a difference between perlocutionary speech acts and
insinuations; the former is the consequence of a speech act whether intended or unintended, whereas the latter are
intended by the speaker.

" For example, the overall mission for the four Tate galleries is ‘to promote public understanding and enjoyment of British,
modern and contemporary art’ (http://tate.org.uk/about/our-work/our-priorities , accessed 07/06/2012), and the
National Gallery asserts that its purpose is to encourage access to its collection ‘for the education and enjoyment of the
widest possible public’ (http://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/about-
us/organisation/constitution/constitution/*/viewPage/2, accessed 07/06/2012).


http://tate.org.uk/about/our-work/our-priorities
http://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/about-us/organisation/constitution/constitution/*/viewPage/2
http://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/about-us/organisation/constitution/constitution/*/viewPage/2

improvement. ® The public museum’s function in the civic apparatus combined with its role in
promoting power has caused it to be construed by some, particularly in the field of institutional
critique, as an instrument of social control and institutional oppression, and this perspective

informs the final conclusions of this thesis.

In the final quarter of the twentieth century, the assumption that learning occurs simply by being
exposed to objects was largely abandoned and museums and galleries developed education or
learning programmes to operate in tandem with their displays and exhibitions. The role played by
displays and exhibitions in the communication of knowledge was arguably transferred to these
accompanying learning programmes, therefore. However, this study holds that the process of
display (as the result of complex decision making processes and factors, including museum
objectives, collecting policies, classification methods, display styles, object groupings and textual
frameworks) remains highly significant, not only in the communication of knowledge (as not every
visitor will take advantage of these accompanying programmes), but also in the mediation of
knowledge. It is in the process of selecting objects and artworks for display that the cultural
authority of the museum is employed, developed and projected, because it necessarily requires
decisions to be taken about objects that constitute cultural heritage, that are worth preserving, and
how they might be classified. Value judgements are made in these processes, increasing the
potential for the museum to promote biased, elitist, imperial and even homophobic, racist or sexist
understandings of culture. The public museum or gallery therefore retains a degree of agency in
social control through the role its displays and exhibitions play in constructing and mediating
knowledge about art, culture, and by extension, society. Their role in constructing interpretive
frameworks for understanding social and cultural life, values and the formation of identities make
displays and exhibitions powerful, subjective political tools. The concern of this study is the precise
ways in which museums/galleries control the position of black artists, not only in art’s histories, but

also in the public’s perception of British society, and moreover, to what end.

The museum’s role in constructing knowledge and projecting cultural hegemony operates, and is
revealed through, the reproduction of hegemonic narratives in its displays and exhibitions. Essential
to this is the process of iterating and reiterating the same statements about art and its histories by
recurrently bringing objects/artworks/artists together in the same formulations. Although some
exhibitions appear to present new or alternative narratives and perspectives, closer inspection
often reveals that established structures/relationships have merely been repackaged. It is perhaps

the nature of exhibition/display making in itself that precludes the presentation of non-hegemonic

& See Coombes, 1988: 61 and Abt, 2006:132 for information on the way public museums were established and called
upon to shape the public in keeping with perceived political and social needs in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.



narratives and perspectives, for the ordering of objects necessitates the presentation of familiar
statements, the suppression of new and unfamiliar statements, and thereby, the reconstruction of
established hierarchies. The consequences of this for artists from minority populations can involve
a suppression of their contributions, histories and perspectives, hence the focus in this study on the
reproduction of familiar narratives, frameworks and hierarchies in the exhibitions selected for

analysis.

The emphasis on exhibitions consequently positions this research within the burgeoning field of
exhibition histories or exhibition studies that is taking shape through, for example, the History of
Exhibitions in the 20" Century project taking place at the University of Paris 8 and the Centre
Pompidou since 2011,° and the Association of Art Historians conference Thinking and Rethinking
Exhibition Histories (2013).'° This new trajectory of art historical enquiry is concerned with the issue
of what it means to analyse art in the context of its public display and considers the significance of
exhibitions as time-based, special entities that involve numerous actors, including artists, curators,
and publics to name but a few. It examines the complexity of exhibition processes; the selection
and display of art objects and information about those objects; the forms of exhibitions and their
relation to social and political phenomena; the production, reception and documentation of
exhibitions; the ways in which art institutions make use of exhibitions; and the historiography of
exhibitions. The work presented in the forthcoming chapters, and particularly the attention given
to interpretive texts as a means of revealing institutional attitudes, is characteristic of this new
tranche of art historical enquiry. Although an analysis of the artworks displayed in Afro Modern,
Action and the Ofili retrospective and/or a consideration of the phenomenological experience of
these exhibitions would also have had relevance in this broad, new field, they would have detracted

from the focus of this study.

The research presented here is also positioned amongst, and stems from critiques of exhibition and
institutional practices relating to black creativity that crystalised during the 1980s and 1990s. The
assertions of artists and scholars such as Rasheed Araeen, Eddie Chambers, Kobena Mercer, Paul
Gilroy and Stuart Hall were pivotal in shaping these critiques, which often centred on the evocation
of cultural difference and the relations of representation within the space of the publicly funded
gallery or museum. Although the positions of these individuals were diverse, they all similarly
argued against the tendencies of publicly funded art institutions to separate the work of black
artists from their white contemporaries. Their shared view on this was premised on an

understanding that the intellectual separation of work by black British artists from work by white

o http://www.mela-project.eu/events/details/exhibitions-histories [accessed 29/10/2013]
10 http://www.aah.org.uk/annual-conference/2013-conference/session21 [accessed 29/10/2013]


http://www.mela-project.eu/events/details/exhibitions-histories
http://www.aah.org.uk/annual-conference/2013-conference/session21

British artists is both negative and dangerous because it excludes the former from established
conceptions of British art and culture. This thesis is underpinned by the same understanding, and
an outline and analysis of related developments within the public art sector, and responses to them
by black artists and scholars, is provided in the forthcoming chapter. The cultural commentators
noted above have since embarked on other lines of enquiry within their work, however, their
insights and assertions, and the concepts and vocabularies they developed in the 1980s and 1990s,
continue to provide a valuable framework for comprehending the practices revealed by my
research of recent exhibitions. Their views developed in, and were informed by a context in which
issues of race, right-wing politics and institutional indifference towards the issue of racial equality
were prevalent, and although some thirty years have since passed, these issues remain significant,
as evidenced by ongoing structural racism in a number of British institutions including the police
force and the continued employment of positive discrimination initiatives in a variety of sectors.
Although this research project does not posit that its findings are demonstrative of the kind of
institutional racism that existed in 1980s, it does hold that the questioning of institutional practices
vis-a-vis black creativity that occurred then remains a pertinent line of enquiry. Furthermore, by
employing and taking inspiration from the aforementioned critiques, this study adds a
contemporary element to them and challenges the notion that issues identified by Araeen,
Chambers, Mercer et al in the 1980s and 1990s have since been resolved. As such, the study can be
situated in relation to Richard Hylton’s discussion of cultural diversity policies and associated art
institution practices (presented in his book The Nature of the Beast, 2007). The research presented
here similarly brings into question the extent of improvement/change that has occurred in the past
three decades, but provides a deeper analysis of, and insight into, contemporary methods in
curating black creativity than that offered by Hylton, thus reinvigorating debates about separatism
and representation and encouraging further critical and interrogative enquiry into the approaches

of art museums and mainstream galleries vis-a-vis their engagement with black artists.

There are five further chapters in the thesis. Chapter 2 provides an overview of exhibition practices
and related perspectives that developed between the late 1970s and 2000s, focussing particularly
on the 1980s as a moment of intense activity and debate. Its purpose is to offer a historical context
for the recent exhi