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 Context: 

The experience of art schools within the UK for 
students from intersectional backgrounds is something 
that I often return to within my work with multiple 
institutions across the UK and, in particular, 
through my work at Goldsmiths on the BA Fine Art 
Programme.1,2 As an artist and academic, and a person 
of colour, my lived-experience of art school, 
studying at Middlesex University between 1998–
2001, was, on the whole, a positive one. I was one 
of a handful of students of colour on the course, 
specifically South Asian, first-generation British Sri 
Lankan. I loved the course and was fortunate to feel 
connected to my peers. I worked with performance 
and video, as these were the most accessible and 
affordable ways to make art. My material was often 
my own body, for the same reasons. With hindsight, 
I was, like most undergraduates from intersectional 
backgrounds, wrestling with my identity through my 
work, and that early desire to explore representation 
through race, gender, and sexuality has never 
gone away.

When I undertook my postgraduate studies between 
2005–2012 at Goldsmiths on the MA in Visual 
Anthropology and Fine Art PhD programmes, I continued 
with longer-term goals to expand my practice and 
teach in higher education. 

1 Intersectionality, as defined by Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, is not 
intended as a theory but a prism for understanding certain kinds of 
problems and, as such, is “a metaphor for understanding the ways that 
multiple forms of inequality or disadvantage sometimes compound themselves, 
and they create obstacles that are often not understood within conventional 
ways of thinking about anti-racism, feminism or whatever social justice 
advocacies we have”. https://youtu.be/ViDtnfQ9FHc (Accessed 5 January 2022)

2 In 2018, with Joanne Addison (Kingston University), I co-founded A 
Particular Reality (APR), designed to support BIPOC students to develop 
peer networks and diminish social isolation during their degrees. In 2021, 
when I was a newly appointed Goldsmiths Programme Leader for APR (0.1 FTE), 
the department recognised our work in Art, Learning and Anti-Racism, and 
building creative learning strategies with all students upon the values of 
equity and care. www.aparticularreality.co.uk (Accessed 12 January 2022)

https://youtu.be/ViDtnfQ9FHc
www.aparticularreality.co.uk
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I began to feel the resistance of the institution 
during my employment as a lecturer on the BA Fine Art 
Programmes at Kingston and Goldsmiths in 2014. Here, 
my marginality as one of the few tutors of colour 
seemed amplified. I felt the burden of trying to hold 
the concerns of my students of colour, who expressed 
a real desire to speak to their lived-experiences and 
to address the gaps in the curriculum that failed to 
respond to the questions of identity that had been 
arguably bypassed and overlooked in favour of a dated 
and regurgitated curriculum.

My awakening, so to speak, occurred through my work 
with the Women of Colour Index (WOCI) Reading Group 
between 2016–2019, together with co-founders Samia 
Malik and Rehana Zaman. WOCI is a collection of 
slides and exhibition ephemera collated by artist 
Rita Keegan, who indexed Women of Colour artists 
working in the UK during the 1980s and 1990s. This 
invaluable archive evidences the precarious nature of 
practice for marginalised identities and the hard-won 
position of these individuals who fought for their 
work to be exhibited and received with parity in an 
evidently more racist and resistant landscape for 
artists of colour within the arts.

Through our work with the WOCI Reading Group, we 
developed a range of extra-curricular events for Art 
and Visual Cultures Undergraduate and Postgraduate 
students at the Women’s Art Library, Goldsmiths, 
with the aim to make Black and Asian art history 
an embedded part of the art educational curriculum 
at Goldsmiths and beyond; specifically to make WOCI 
histories visible to students and the public.3

The absence of Black artists within my own education 
came to the fore, a denial of a rich history of Black 
British artists and global artists beyond the white 
canon. Many of these artists worked tirelessly in the 
so-called critical decades of the 80s and 90s to pave

3 This work spread beyond Goldsmiths, contributing to public programmes 
at Tate, South London Gallery, ICA, Nottingham Contemporary, Wellcome 
Collection and the Museum of Impossible Forms, Helsinki.
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the way for artists like myself. A number are gaining 
the belated attention that their practice deserves, 
but many remain in a kind of artist’s purgatory, 
insufficiently documented, reduced to traces within 
archives. I experienced a delayed but no-less 
palpable manifest violence of an active censorship 
within the art schools I studied in (and education 
more broadly). Remarkably, I had no tutors of colour 
throughout my entire education, with the exception 
of two tutorials with artist-filmmaker Steve McQueen 
at de Ateliers, Amsterdam. This paucity of access to 
artists that I might find meaningful connection with, 
on the basis of a shared lived-experience, perhaps 
signals my commitment to working as an academic in 
addition to my artistic practice, and highlights the 
urgency of work supported by initiatives such as the 
Decolonising Arts Institute.

When I applied for the Residency, I intended to 
produce three scripts that weave my ‘fictional 
activist’ responses to the Henry Moore Archive 
and the Chelsea College of Art Archive (Chelsea 
Collections and Archives).4 Moore (1896–1986) had a 
long-standing and important relationship with the 
school, first as Chelsea’s Head of Sculpture from 
1932–9, and latterly through the School’s 1960’s 
acquisition of his sculpture “Two Piece Reclining 
Figure 1”, which the archive focuses on. The purchase 
of his work undoubtedly reflects what was in vogue

4 ‘Fictional Activism’ (2017–) is a methodological approach that rewrites 
the fictional injustices of 20th-century filmmaking and the reinstatement of 
these injustices as spectres of imperialism, and calls for potent acts of 
fictional treachery. My aim is to create a critical and productive space
for a new dialogue to emerge about cinema’s colonial past through the 
very medium that continues to reinforce its legacy. Black Lives Matter 
(2013–) has highlighted urgently our impoverished ethics of representation 
of marginalised groups. Racist characterisations saturate the cultural 
imagination of Western filmmaking with cinema’s so-called Golden Age
(1920s–1960s)—specifically early- to mid-20th-century British and Hollywood 
Studio films—producing countless, structurally unequal, exoticised fictions 
as entertainment. Both film industries actively denied roles for actors 
of colour, exposing generations of audiences to the studio tradition 
of blackface—an image-violence through crude stereotyping of complex 
subjectivities. By reinstating the representation of these individuals 
as Fictional Activism (2017–), my decolonial research studies actors Anna 
May Wong, Sabu and Merle Oberon explored the relationship between cinema, 
psychoanalysis, self-conceptualisation and self-worth.
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at the time, but its prominence as the centrepiece 
of the new art school also cements an ideology for 
the students of the 60s and those who followed about 
what artistic practice ‘should’ look like, and the 
sculpture in turn becomes an emblem for the ethos 
of the school—in this case, something weighty, fixed 
and undoubtedly macho. Sir Lawrence Gowing, Head 
of Chelsea School of Art in 1964, was involved in 
a number of purchases of artworks for the school’s 
collection. In the space of a couple of years, 
alongside Moore’s sculpture, he brought Duchamp’s 
1935 ‘Rotoreliefs’, Gerrit Rietveld’s 1918 chair, and 
original 1925 ‘La Révolution Surréaliste’ journals. 
More evidence of the old boys’ network, and the 
endless references to white, European male artists 
that trickled down into my art school education of 
the late 90s.5

This project is not about Henry Moore, but I will 
quote him just once. With reference to his 1934 
‘Four-Piece Composition: Reclining Figure’, he 
explained:

I realised what an advantage a separated... 
composition could have in relating figures to 
landscape. Knees and breasts are mountains. Once 
these... parts become separated, you don’t expect 
it to be a naturalistic figure: therefore, you can 
justifiably make it like a landscape or not.6

I like this methodology of a ‘separated composition’, 
and want to use it to serve my purpose. What happens 
if elements of the archive become separated from 
their context? Could I ‘justifiably’ repurpose the 
archive, like Moore’s abstracted ‘knees and breasts’ 
to reimagine moments from Chelsea’s history? Moore’s 
abstracted human figures are made from stone and 
bronze, and often pierced with hollows. These holes 
or gaps in the material offer a rich territory to 
project onto and map the absent or overlooked 

5 With thanks to Gustavo Grandal Montero for highlighting this information 
on my visit to the archive on 8 July 2021.
6 Tate, gallery label, September 2004.
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histories of the artists of colour who have studied 
and worked at Chelsea over the years.

For the purpose of this residency, I am the self-
appointed External Examiner. I chose to work with 
Chelsea’s archives, because it is an institution I 
have little connection with—I have not taught there 
and I have no ties to staff and, as such, I hope to 
maintain objectivity in my approach, as is required 
of all External Examiners. I will endeavour to 
respect the histories of all concerned, but the text 
will employ a healthy irreverence to the patriarchal 
context of the past I am researching, to time and to 
the laws of physics. To carry out my investigation, 
I will time-travel into the archives, returning to 
1964, 1987, and 2021, where the archive has yet to 
be formed, but it is my hope that this text will 
contribute to. The following text shifts formats, 
from notes, to admissions of failure, to scripts, 
which I use within my filmmaking practice and find 
particularly useful to draw out the scene and content 
of the narrative I wish to construct.
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 1964. 

Henry Moore, Lawrence Gowing, Michelle Williams Gamaker and workers installing Moore’s 
‘Two Piece Reclining Figure 1’ at Chelsea School of Art and Design in 1964. 
Original photo taken by Tony Rogers (1964). © 2022, Michelle Williams Gamaker. 
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Self-Appointed External Examiner’s Notes:

8 July 2021. Despite ongoing COVID-19 restrictions, I am 
granted permission to enter the archives at Chelsea. Gustavo 
Grandal Montero, Academic Support Librarian, Chelsea College 
of Arts/Camberwell College of Arts, has given me access to 
the requested archives:

Henry Moore Archive:

The content of the grey, cardboard archival box is 
sparse. It contains some black and white photographs, 
an exhibition catalogue and correspondence relating 
to the purchase of Moore’s sculpture, minutes from 
meetings, a small, unsigned sketch from 1963, 
unattributed but most likely Moore’s, and plans for a 
motorised, revolving plinth to support the sculpture.

Leafing through, I am intrigued to find a picture 
taken by Tony Rogers on 25 March 1964 of artist 
Henry Moore, wearing a dapper tweed raincoat. With 
furrowed brow, Moore looks off to the right to 
something beyond the frame. I am standing to the 
left of Lawrence Gowing, Head of School, we both 
have clipboards in hand. I have no clue what he has 
written, but I have kept my records.7

Gowing is a tall Englishman and, next to him, my 
diminutive frame seems exaggerated. I am brown, the 
first-generation daughter of a Sri Lankan migrant, 
but this black and white photo doesn’t highlight 
the difference between me and the white men I am 
surrounded by. My brownness is muted here but it 
was felt acutely at the time. I look tired and I am 
beginning to show my age, which is ironic because 
in general people tend to infantilise me within the 
workplace. I have a serious look on my face and 
perhaps I am performing this to befit the gravitas of 
the occasion and perhaps I do so to hold my place

7 Personal archiving plays an essential role in preserving your own legacy.

Henry Moore Archive and the Chelsea College of Art Archive. 
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within the establishment of this old boys’ club.

Does this weariness signal my future relationship 
with higher education?

The sculpture too plays its part in emasculating 
all in its bulky presence, particularly the workers 
hunched and focused on safely securing the work to 
its final location. 

I have written the following:

In 1964, two existing art schools, the School 
of Art, part of Chelsea Polytechnic, and the 
Polytechnic School of Art based in Great Titchfield 
Street, merged to create the new Chelsea School 
of Art in Manresa Road, Chelsea. It is due 
for completion at the end of March 1964, and 
is the first post-war building that the London 
County Council has designed specifically for art 
education.8

Installation of Henry Moore’s “Two Piece Reclining 
Figure 1”, a bronze with green patina. One piece 
surprisingly phallic, a weighty protrusion, semi-
erect in form, the other recognisably the torso. 
A body interrupted. Mounted on a large cylindrical 
plinth. Hard to detect knees and, if she is a she, 
her breasts aren’t like any I know. Definitely the 
work of a man. She rests on stumps, and has no 
arms. I am most intrigued by the space in between. 
This work is clearly the centrepiece of the new 
art school and has been purchased to showcase the 
arts. Note: Ask Gowing to expound on what this 
means about arts today and to speculate on how 
this work will be read by students in the 21st 
Century?

– length 76in. (193cm). Conceived and cast in 1959 
in an edition of six.

8 Henry Moore Archive: For Members’ information only – S.0.124 Ed.306 London 
County Council PATRONAGE OF THE ARTS -1963-64 PROGRAMME from the London 
Metropolitan Archives ILEA/DE/17/0001))
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Provenance. Acquired directly from the Artist by 
the college.
Formerly exhibited at Tate Gallery, London: Henry 
Moore, July–September 1968—this show is a major 
retrospective exhibition, coinciding with Moore’s 
seventieth birthday.

The plans for the work include a bronze turntable 
supplied by H.H. Martyn & Co. Ltd. This motorised 
plinth has a 3”-wide drainage channel, 5“-deep 
outlet, with bronze capping colour to match the 
turntable.9 

I am reminded of the class dynamics of this scene. 
I’m not quite sure where I fit within them, but my 
own understanding of class is warped by time, 20 
years of working within higher education as a student 
and academic, and my diasporic lived-reality. My 
presence as External Examiner seems novel to the men, 
even superfluous, but I insist to Gowing that such 
appointments support good practice at the School and 
ensures due diligence, which he agrees to. I wonder 
what the working class men installing the sculpture 
think of the object they are grappling with and the 
artist standing next to them, whose fame by that point 
had surpassed the professional art world, becoming a 
name that has entered the popular consciousness.

Chelsea College of Art Archive:

The archive contains records documenting the 
establishment of the new school and details of college 
activities to the present. Included are prospectuses, 
degree show and other catalogues, and student 
publications. It does not include full details of past 
alumni. Items date back to the 1920s, but the bulk is 
from 1964 onwards. Records relating to the earlier 
history of the art school are held at King’s College 
London. 82 boxes comprise this archive. 

9 Henry Moore Archive, correspondence with Gavin White, Director of Art, Arts 
Council England.
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Gustavo has kindly shared an excel sheet including 
a list of all the Chelsea Graduates dating back to 
1963. I mentioned that I wanted to map the absent or 
overlooked histories of the artists of colour who 
studied at Chelsea, but I realise quickly that I 
can’t find these individuals easily. In truth, I don’t 
know what or who I am looking for. I can’t see people 
of colour documented in the photographs in catalogues 
from the several boxes that are on my desk. I am too 
early it seems. I will need to move on but, before 
doing so, I allow myself a further reverie.

The evident whiteness of the art school of the 60s 
reflects the opportunities afforded to those who 
could choose a creative pathway as a potential 
vocation. This also reflects the context of England 
and, despite the burgeoning multicultural London of 
the 60s, is symptomatic of cultural choices around 
what was deemed a suitable career for first generation 
migrants. I would argue that this choice of whether 
to participate in art education or not still impacts 
individuals from intersectional backgrounds and that 
navigating education as a minority within a majority 
white experience remains a personal challenge for 
each student who chooses to do so.
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 1987. 

Donald Rodney and Keith Piper installing “The Next Turn of the Screw for The Devils 
Feast”, 1987, the first ever London arts college Black artists-only exhibition. 
© 2017, UAL.10 

10 Image sourced: https://www.arts.ac.uk/study-at-ual/postgraduate-study/postgraduate-
community/stories/reading-collections-a-new-reading-group-exploring-archives-and-special-
collections (Accessed 10 January 2022) 

https://www.arts.ac.uk/study-at-ual/postgraduate-study/postgraduate-community/stories/reading-collections-a-new-reading-group-exploring-archives-and-special-collections
https://www.arts.ac.uk/study-at-ual/postgraduate-study/postgraduate-community/stories/reading-collections-a-new-reading-group-exploring-archives-and-special-collections
https://www.arts.ac.uk/study-at-ual/postgraduate-study/postgraduate-community/stories/reading-collections-a-new-reading-group-exploring-archives-and-special-collections
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Ext. The Devils Feast.  
Chelsea School of Art, Manresa Road, London 

May, 1987. I am walking to Chelsea School of Art 
Gallery, at Manresa Road. I pass Moore’s ‘Reclining 
Figure’. Since my last visit, the bronze has 
weathered more; it is greener than I remember. If 
we were in a forest, I think she might camouflage 
well. Here, among London’s greys, she is distinctly 
conspicuous. She remains a strong presence, taking 
up space and commanding our attention with her 
scale. Perhaps this is what Moore always intended: 
to make oversized sculptures that exude authority 
through their overbearing scale. To overcome this, 
I concentrate on the gap between the sculpture’s 
two elements. This time I can see a large wooden 
structure painted black and white. It is an appendage 
to the gallery—a makeshift door, shaped like an 
oversized coffin.

This is my introduction to ‘The Devils Feast’.11 A 
group exhibition held between 27th April to 8th May 
1987, including six artists: Donald Rodney, Keith 
Piper Chila Burman, Jennifer Comrie, Allan de Souza 
and Zarina Bhimji.12

11 Rayvenn Shaleigha D’Clark highlights the lack of apostrophe in the 
exhibition’s title (which Chambers reinserts in his ‘Race Today’ article):

‘The Devils Feast’. No apostrophe. The grammatical implications can
only ever be expounded in its discussion. On this point, artist Allan
DeSouza describes “the ambiguity of there not being an apostrophe,
and bringing into the question who the ‘Devils’ might be, whether they
are the artists, or the artists responding to the ‘Devils’” (DeSouza,
2014). (Rayvenn Shaleigha D’Clark, The Devil (is) in the Detail(s), 2018.)

12 The artists are listed here in the order they are listed in the original 
exhibition ephemera.
Here, the plurality of the devils in question expands the
symbolically problematic singular figure to multiple sources or
embodiments, not just the responsibility of a maligned individual but
perhaps related to a systemic context. D’Clark’s reading still resonates
today: “My personal reading of its absence parallels the similar
absenteeism of diverse cultural narratives within the curriculum in the
present.” (D’Clark, The Devil (is) in the Detail(s), 2018)
Therefore, to remove the apostrophe is to expound its plurality, indicating 
that there is more than one devil in question. As the story goes, the 
introduction of Piper became integral to shaping and authenticating 
the narrative of the exhibition in contextualising the event within the 
surrounding political environment.

https://shadesofnoir.org.uk/the-devil-is-in-the-details/
https://shadesofnoir.org.uk/the-devil-is-in-the-details/
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As I enter the show, aware of the coffin I have 
entered, an undeniable symbol of death. Whose? 
Perhaps mine or the institution’s? I am handed a 
fold-out exhibition pamphlet—printed on white card 
with capitalised black text with a serif font.

The Devils Feast

The introduction opens with some pointed questions 
to Chelsea School of Art that highlight a general 
context of distrust and perhaps even paranoia that 
I recognise. Their words, written in the late 80s, 
continue to permeate the thinking of people of colour 
when approached to work with institutions. This 
unsolicited shadow of tokenism is real and gnaws away 
at self-worth. The fact that these questions sit 
near the top of this text and, in effect, frame the 
exhibition saddens and frustrates me:

Why was Chelsea suddenly so interested in showing 
work by Blk. Artists? Was it for their own 
credibility? Were they trying to get a Blk. Art 
show ‘on the cheap? Or was this to form a serious 
and committed intervention into the functioning 
of the art school—an attempt to challenge the 
underlying racism of its structure? (‘The Devils 
Feast’ exhibition catalogue, 1987)

I am struck by ‘The Next Turn of the Screw’, a 
collaborative installation between Piper and 
Rodney. It shows six skilfully rendered portraits, 
intentionally composed as a line-up of Black 
faces, to evidence “the horrific number of Black 
people who have been murdered, raped, and maimed 
by British police”. (Eddie Chambers, ‘Problematic 
space: The Devil’s Feast’, Race Today, (June 1987), 
27). The duo’s inclusion of ‘Next’ clothes shop in 
Wolverhampton, is yet another life needlessly lost 
and a tragic statistic of the ongoing systemic racism 
in the British police force. Hence the title, and 
the turn of the screw implies an action that makes 
a bad situation worse. Also imaged is Cherry Groce 
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and Cynthia Jarrett.13 The artists in the show wrote 
the following statement: “Our own art practice is 
integrated into our daily lives... [which cannot] 
be separated from our work as artists. Our work, 
then, is part of a larger social and political 
framework, and has to be seen within that context”. 
(‘The Devils Feast’ exhibition catalogue, 1987.) 
The following words, continue to ring true for many 
artists of colour working within higher education 
and arts institutions today, suggesting the need for 
intercultural solidarity remains as vital as it does 
within the context of this show:14 

“As Afrikan and South Asian artists dealing with 
white institutions and white ideologies, we are 
continuously forced to be on the defensive, trying to 
protect the few opportunities available to us.” 
(‘The Devils Feast’ exhibition catalogue, 1987.)

13 The shooting of Dorothy “Cherry” Groce by the Metropolitan Police in 1985 
sparked the Brixton riot of the same year. The Met sought her 21-year-old 
son Michael Groce in relation to a robbery and suspected firearms offence, 
believing that he was hiding in his mother’s home. Cherry died in April 
2011, having spent 26 years in a wheelchair as a result of the shooting. 
The Broadwater Farm riot occurred on the Broadwater council estate in 
Tottenham, North London, on 6 October 1985. The events of the day were 
dominated by two deaths. The first was that of 49-year-old Cynthia Jarrett, 
an Afro-Caribbean woman who died the previous day due to heart failure 
during a police search at her home. Jarrett’s death was seen as one of the 
main triggers of the riot.
14 See the co-authored article in Arts Professional by UK Artists 4 BLM, 
Montserrat, Jade, Wee, Cecilia, Williams Gamaker, Michelle “We need 
collectivity against structural and institutional racism in the cultural 
sector”, June 2020 which discusses the glass ceiling for Culture Workers of 
colour within the sector. https://www.artsprofessional.co.uk/magazine/article/
we-need-collectivity-against-structural-and-institutional-racism-cultural-
sector (Accessed 12 January 2022)

https://www.artsprofessional.co.uk/magazine/article/we-need-collectivity-against-structural-and-institutional-racism-cultural-sector
https://www.artsprofessional.co.uk/magazine/article/we-need-collectivity-against-structural-and-institutional-racism-cultural-sector
https://www.artsprofessional.co.uk/magazine/article/we-need-collectivity-against-structural-and-institutional-racism-cultural-sector
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 2021. 

I am reading Eddie Chamber’s ‘Problematic Space’, a 
review of the 1987 exhibition ‘The Devils Feast’. 
The tone is more acerbic than I expected, but this 
criticality feels important as it does not pay lip 
service to the artists involved and as such enables 
a more complex reading of the work; it doesn’t 
aggrandise their contributions and leaves space for 
the potential shortcomings of these contributions. It 
keeps me grounded and reminds me that it is all too 
easy to nostalgically reminisce, or glorify the past. 
I should not let my eagerness to discover this show 
cloud my judgement. But, as Rasheed Araeen asserted, 
quoting Edward Said “it is crucial... to recover our 
place in history, ‘to tell of stories other than 
the official sequential or ideological ones produced 
by institutions of power’”. (Rasheed Araeen, ‘The 
Other Story. Afro-Asian artists in post-war Britain’. 
(London: Hayward Gallery, 1989), 9.)

Chambers explains that times have changed and that 
it was “Only yesterday that Black artists were just 
another under-represented minority. Now everybody 
loves them and wants them.” (Chambers, ‘Race Today’, 
27). By the mid-90s, the artists of the BLK Art 
Group (and those allied as politically Black) seem 
to be pushed further to the margins. While many 
did not stop working, the opportunities, access, 
debate, exhibitions, and press coverage dry up.15 In 
2007, Chambers reflected that, despite their evident 
creativity and social relevance, the British arts 
media’s lack of serious critical attention adversely 
impacted Black artists and the group.

In 1982, Chambers wrote on behalf of a group of 
Black art students, requesting an exhibition at 
the gallery. The response from the exhibitions co-
ordinator was clear that no space would be provided:

15 This can be evidenced in the Women of Colour Index (1985–1995) at the 
Women’s Art Library, Goldsmiths, and at the Panchayat Special Collection 
(1988–2003) at Tate Britain. 
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...it is not the policy of this school to practise 
racial discrimination. We have black students and 
do not believe their best interests are served by 
segregating them from the student body as a whole 
for any purpose. (Chambers, ‘Race Today’, 27.)

Five years on, the six artists were given space to 
curate and exhibit their work.

Fade In:
Int. Zoom, online video conferencing platform. 
Thursday 23 september 2021. [Colour]

The External Examiner has set up an online meeting 
with Keith Piper.

Keith begins with a disclaimer:

Keith Piper

...I do have to say that my 
recollection of 1987 is very vague 
indeed.

A beat.

External Examiner

When we met at South London Gallery 
at Rita’s show, you mentioned that 
Liz Ward was very proactive in 
trying to get the show on.16,17

One of the documents also mentioned 

16 Rita Keegan’s ‘Somewhere Between Here and There’ (17 September–20 
November 2021) at South London Gallery is her first solo exhibition in 
more than 15 years. It features artworks that reflect the intersection 
of new media experimentation, feminist practice and the Black Arts 
Movement of the 1980s.
17 Liz Ward was the former Librarian at Chelsea College of Art and co-
authored, with Melanie Keen, ‘Recordings: a select bibliography of 
contemporary African, Afro-Caribbean and Asian British art’. London: 
iniva and Chelsea College of Art & Design, 1996. 
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Sonia Boyce, but I believe Jennifer 
Comrie joined instead?

Keith ponders for a moment.

Keith Piper

Yes, it’s very interesting that the 
initial line-up contained both Sonia 
and Lubaina. It would have been this 
show for the ages, for the centuries 
to come! But even back then they 
were busy and Jennifer Comrie and 
Donald came in as replacements. I 
mean, because we weren’t configured 
as a group but, at that moment, 
there were lots of conversations all 
the time between Black artists.18

    External Examiner

There is a letter from Liz in the 
archive inviting you all. So... 
am I right in thinking that the 
group of six wasn’t a ‘natural’ 
collaboration. From my observations, 
it seemed like the show came from 
individualised, very personal 
perspectives, not specifically from a 
coherent space.

Keith Piper

Yes, even in our initial 
conversations as artists, we 
came from different positions. 
Zarina’s position was always well 
articulated, which was different 
from the position that Donald and 
myself were coming from. Allan 

18 Keith expands that Amanda Holiday set up a meeting group of Black 
artists in London. Active during the second wave of the Black British 
Art Movement, Holiday (b.1964) undertook large-scale, figurative, 
mixed-media drawings. Her work was exhibited in major 1980s Black 
British art exhibitions including Creation for ‘Liberation, Some of 
us are Brave, Black Perspectives and Black Art: Plotting the Course’.
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Figure 3. Screenshot of WhatsApp conversation between Chila Kumari Burman Singh, and 
Michelle Williams Gamaker, 21 October 2021. © Michelle Williams Gamaker

deSouza always had a very specific 
position within that conversation.

External Examiner

As did Chila. 

Keith Piper

As did Chila, yes of course.



21

Fade in:
Int. Zoom, online video conferencing platform. 
Thursday 23 september 2021. [Colour]

The External Examiner looks at her notes. She 
shifts topic.

External Examiner

My generation follows on from you, 
but I still to this day don’t 
fully understand the disbanding of 
the Black Arts Movement, and more 
concerning its complete suppression 
from Art History. When I make it to 
Art School in 1998, it felt like 
all your hard work and oxygen gets 
swallowed up by the impact of the 
YBAs, who distanced themselves from 
multiculturalism and the issue-
based work of the 80s, replaced by 
more commercial work cushioned by 
nationalist overtones.19 This is 
what the press promoted. Students at 
that time didn’t have access (like 
you probably didn’t) to tutors of 
colour—and, to a certain degree, 
there was an apolitical void that 
opened up as a result. What we 
learnt in Critical Studies swung 
from the YBAs to learning about the 
60s and 70s, in particular to the 
macho white male producers of the 
time or to white women promoting 
Second Wave Feminism through their 
work—so it feels like a complete 
cover up.

19 ‘Cool Britannia’ developed as a term to reflect a period of 
increased pride in the culture of the United Kingdom throughout the 
mid and second half of the 1990s.
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Keith Piper

I think it’s interesting to even 
hear the term ‘Black Art Movement’ 
evoked, as if there was some 
kind of coherence. I think what 
actually happened was there was a 
whole range of debates. It took a 
while, in retrospect for that stuff 
to percolate into semi-coherent 
historical narrative.20

Keith Piper (Cont’d)

...I think the term ‘Movement’ was 
actually used at the time, but 
used in arguments because nobody 
could agree what Black Art was 
anyway!... It took a while for the 
people writing about art, for that 
generation to shift sufficiently 
and for all these strands to come 
together to be seen in retrospect as 
a Movement.

External Examiner

I guess this partly explains the 
apolitical void I mentioned.

Keith Piper (Cont’d)

I was always someone who argued that 
the Black Arts Movement was never

20 Far from homogeneity or coherence, it was through a difference of 
perspectives that the Black artists working during this period found 
their connection, as summarised by Ian Grosvenor and 
Kevin Myers:

The Black artists, photographers and filmmakers of this new 
generation did not constitute a homogenous group; their aesthetics, 
practice and politics varied, as did the influences that shaped 
their differentiated practices, but collectively they developed 
and exhibited a corpus of work which deconstructed and countered 
dominant visual narratives of the Black body and in doing so 
addressed the complexities and possibilities of what it meant to be 
simultaneously both ‘Black’ and ‘British’. (Ian Grosvenor and Kevin 
Myers, “Questioning difference: bodies, (re)presentation and the 
development of ‘multicultural Britain’,” (University of Birmingham, 
2017), 3).
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really a thing, because I could 
remember being at all the fights! All 
the punch-ups! 

External Examiner

That’s why I really want to speak 
with Gavin Jantjes; he was the first 
Black Senior Lecturer appointed at 
Chelsea in 1986. I wonder if he 
remembers ‘The Devils Feast’? 

Keith Piper

Gavin came up with the most 
enlightening moment, which was ‘New 
Internationalism’, because it could 
supplant the old Internationalism 
of Modernism, where the West placed 
its stamp aesthetically across the 
planet. New Internationalism spoke 
of all the voices, traditions, new 
aesthetic forms coming from all 
around the world—that was a really 
fertile space.21 

21 Jantjes proposed ‘New Internationalism’ as a move away from “the 
paternalistic absolutism that was constitutive of the earlier 
‘Ethnic Arts Policies’, and a move towards a form of democratic 
accountability that is responsive to the specific needs of racial 
minorities”. (Nikos Papastergiadis, “Disputes at the boundaries of 
‘new internationalism’,” (Third Text, 1993), 99). Keith goes on to 
discuss New Internationalism within the context of iniva (Institute 
of the International Visual Arts), founded in 1994. https://iniva.org/
about/institute-of-international-visual-arts/ 
(Accessed 12 January 2022)

https://iniva.org/about/institute-of-international-visual-arts/
https://iniva.org/about/institute-of-international-visual-arts/
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Figure 4. Said Adrus, Chila Kumari Burman Singh, Louisa Buck, and ‘Keith Piper at 
Art + Psychiatric Intensive Care’, a project by Hospital Rooms, Cork Street Galleries, 
November 2021. © Michelle Williams Gamaker
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Gavin Jantjes Fri 16/04/2021 10:05

Dear Michelle,

My apologies for my late reply to your recent email. 
I am currently very busy and tend to neglect things.

I don’t really know how I can help you or your 
students. I’m impressed that you have found a quote I 
didn’t even realise I wrote.22

22 Gavin did not respond to my request for interview; however, on 5 April 
2021, I sent the following email, which resulted in the response, which 
includes reflections on his time as Senior Lecturer at Chelsea.

Michelle Williams Gamaker <m.williamsgamaker@gold.ac.uk> wrote:

Dear Gavin,
I hope this e-mail finds you well. I am grateful to Cat Gibbard for passing 
on your details, as I have wanted to reach out to you for some time. A few 
factors prevented me from doing so, not least the pandemic and the demands 
of teaching online. I am finally able to reach out, and hope that there 
might be a way for meaningful exchange with you; I feel our students would 
benefit enormously from a chance to talk with you. 

‘A Particular Reality’ is a project devised in collaboration with Jo 
Addison, Head of Department, Fine Art (copied here). We began this project 
inspired by this quote from you: 

A Black visual art is an innovative expression of a particular reality — 
a reality set in the framework of specific cultural and historic forces. 
These are: cultural domination by Western Eurocentrism and marginality 
to it; the experience of exploitation, appropriation, slavery, inequality, 
and racism; and the long and abominable history of colonialism. A Black 
art emerges from this framework and is vitalised by these forces. 

Gavin Jantjes, Art & Cultural Reciprocity, Talk delivered at the East 
Midlands Art Conference, 12 April 1986 

*The email details the context of A Particular Reality 
(not included here) 

Participants have lent their own voices in the following words: 

“A particular reality broadcast our reality of being a POC in a white 
institute, a white building with white walls and majority white staff and 
students. Culture, Race, Heritage, Nationality. These are words that are 
overlooked. After two and a half years of plodding along, making art just 
for the sake of making, just to get a degree, along came A Particular 
Reality. A collaboration run by two very brave staff members of Kingston 
and Goldsmiths that allowed us to network with many POCs and for the first 
time we were not alone. We were many students going through the same 
struggle, the struggle of not being completely understood, not fitting in 
and of being tokenised. 

‘A Particular Reality’ provided us with the platform and support to 
investigate our own realities and identity and have the courage make 
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It’s been a very long time since I wrote that. 
I was in many ways still a student when I wrote 
those words. And the circumstances of my life then 
[were] somewhat different to what faces young people 
today. In my student days, it was apartheid, new 
colonialism, sexual and gender discrimination. There 
was the Capitalist West and the Communist East and 
everything else squashed between them. I tried to 
negotiate my existence in this in between.

I am in great admiration of all the activities 
surrounding BLM and other recent political struggles 
for democracy human rights and ecology. When I 
wrote those words my heart and politics were 
very much aligned and bolstered by ambition to 
make a change to the production, reception, and 
institutionalisation of art.

Today the issues of racial discrimination, equality, 
and justice appear cyclic and sometimes it feels 

artwork that we are proud of, to make work for ourselves, without worry 
about how it might be perceived by our white community. It made us see 
our voices are important. Now that these conversations have begun to 
be discussed we can only hope that this is a start. A discourse that 
occurred 2 and a half years too late for us must ripple through all 
institutions and take place instantly for new students everywhere”. 

Within the sector, it is widely acknowledged that colonial narratives 
have skewed our understanding of the history of Fine Art and how it is 
taught. Work has begun to be done in cultural institutions to address the 
representation of people of colour. However, there is much to be done and 
what this project has the capacity to do is listen to and give a voice 
to our future artists and designers about their experiences of learning 
during this important time of change. What has begun to be learned 
from this project has already been instrumental in course planning as 
we implement alternatives to the colonial narratives that underpin our 
curriculum. But in departments which are still populated by a majority of 
white academics (Goldsmiths and KSA Fine Art are no exception) students 
of colour are continue to struggle to find their lived experiences and 
creative aspirations reflected in the individuals who teach them. ‘A 
Particular Reality’ has shown us that on courses where this is the case, 
the opportunity for students to share experiences and feed into change is 
not only empowering for individuals, but has a direct and positive impact 
on individual learning as well as on understanding and connection across 
a cohort. 

Do let us know if this email has piqued your interest and we would like 
to set up a meeting to see if we can collaborate with you in the coming 
months. Best wishes and stay safe and well, 

Michelle (and also for Jo) 
Dr Michelle Williams Gamaker
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like Groundhog Day. That art schools are still 
not catering to their students’ needs and almost 
deliberately unaware of discrimination, is a clear 
example of the cyclical nature I speak of. My goal 
then was to put this right and to some degree I was 
successful.
I was the first and only F/T senior lecturer in fine 
art at London’s top art colleges post-1945, and 
it makes me ask the question: “How many are there 
today?” There were some Black lecturers in art 
history and very few artists as P/T lecturers, but 
has this changed very much?[my emphasis added]

It’s as if each generation has to work through its 
problems of inequality. The changes are so minimal 
that one has to magnify them to register them at all. 
You work hard only to realise that, at the point 
of exhaustion when you are so tired of fighting for 
change, you become aware that almost all your peers 
have moved ahead and achieved what they set out to 
do and you have spent your time, energy, and talent 
arguing for a principle. And the goal you had of 
becoming a recognised artist is as distant as when 
you first started.

The traps to keep any young artist from their goal 
are many and being principled makes you fall into 
them easily. When no one does anything you feel 
obligated to act in your own self-interest. I have 
worked in the field of art all my life as an artist, 
art teacher, senior lecturer, writer, curator, 
and cultural bureaucrat. And all my work was for 
equality. Today I’m once again a self-confident artist 
making non-figurative paintings. I enjoy that because 
you have to talk about the quality of my painting or 
you can ignore it. You cannot talk about my identity 
nor my gender or my cultural heritage. The nature of 
my work shapes the discourse about it. 
[My emphasis added]

But I’m saddened by what happens outside my studio 
politically. The part that’s sad is not the broad, 
cross-generational support for BLM, sexual equality 
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or climate change et al but the fact that these have 
remained issues of dispute when history and facts 
gathered over the last 50 years show that they should 
not be.

I don’t want to be like Steve Jobs and say to a young 
generation “Don’t accept second. Be the best you can 
be. Believe in your goals.” He spoke from a position 
of privilege, white privilege that allows his mostly 
white audience [to] avoid any boulders blocking their 
pathway to any possible goal. I would instead point 
students to Franz Fanon and say, to become someone 
you need to grasp the history that tries to shape 
you. And realise that very few institutions teach how 
to recode the history they teach. The wretched of the 
earth have to do it all by themselves. To become the 
best, they have to shape an alternate history and, 
like Linton Kwesi Johnston, claim: “It is no mystery, 
we making history”.[My emphasis added]

In my day there [were] not a lot of tools with which 
to reshape history. Today it’s a lot better. So my 
advice to those younger than me should be: “Go find 
the tools, do the research, trust your gut and don’t 
be afraid to stand up for what you know to be true”. 
[My emphasis added]

My greetings and solidarity to you.

Gavin 
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2001. 

Fade in:

Int. The Old Library. Chelsea College of Arts. 
Early evening.

In light of her conversation with Keith Piper and 
her correspondence with Gavin Jantjes, the External 
Examiner sits in the wooden panelled space, surrounded 
by books and portraits of bygone white scholars.

She has contacted five Chelsea College of Arts MFA 
graduates, to collate informal but vital feedback on 
how the College works today, which has been severely 
impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. The External 
Examiner has identified this to be a key moment to 
explore, to hear the experiences of artists from 
intersectional backgrounds within higher education 30 
years on.

The students are all individuals who identify as 
BIPOC. They were interviewed separately, but are 
aware of the other students selected, making frequent 
reference to one another.

They have agreed to feedback to the External Examiner, 
who has been undertaking a self-initiated review as 
part of her research for UAL’s Decolonising Archives 
Institute.

On reflection, the meetings could have been convened 
together, as the External Examiner now pieces 
together the individual responses into a fantasy 
group conversation to counter the isolation of the 
pandemic and the necessary online context in which 
she finds herself. This format hopes to make space for 
these individuals to be heard, and the condensed, 
consolidated format is designed for ease of reading 
her findings: 

An open Laptop emits blue light in the gloom, she is 
poised for notetaking.
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External Examiner

Some of you know me, but let me 
briefly introduce myself: I’m 
Michelle Williams Gamaker, an artist 
working in moving image. I am also 
a Senior Lecturer at Goldsmiths. 
For the past 10 months, I have been 
time-travelling into the archives, 
specifically, the Henry Moore Archive 
and the Chelsea College of Art 
Archive to revisit three points in 
time, which my findings show are 
pivotal moments in the College’s 
history.

She sips a Glass of Water.

External Examiner (Cont’d)

I should add that my findings 
are based on a methodology I am 
developing called ‘Fictional 
Activism’, which I am currently 
applying to my filmmaking, but really 
it extends to my broader practice, 
specifically through writing.23

Her introduction over, she begins the interview.

External Examiner (Cont’d)

Could you each introduce yourselves 
and perhaps say why you decided to 
study at Chelsea?

Nisa Khan

II had no art school experience and 
was kicked out of art class and was 
told to never take art because I was 
‘horrendous’. I got terrified and I 
worked in victim support for most 

23 Michelle Williams Gamaker, ‘On Fictional Activism: Exploring The 
Film Trilogy Dissolution in Feminist Art Activisms and Artivisms’, ed. 
Katy Deepwell (Valiz Press, 2019), 40–53). 
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of my adult life. I took a mini-
break and did a foundation course. 
I didn’t grow up with any access 
to the arts. I had an incredible 
interview for Chelsea; it was just 
very laid back. It was great to 
hear someone say that there was a 
real need for the dialogue you are 
beginning to unpick—and that was a 
big deal as a lot of my work focuses 
on my heritage.

External Examiner

Thank you Nisa, Sara?

Sara David

I see myself as an interdisciplinary 
artist, looking at the intersections 
between food and personal history. 
Growing up in Dudley, I was very 
reserved, I felt very Indian and 
never as British as those around 
me, maybe because I associated 
Britishness with whiteness — but 
I think as I’ve grown older, I 
realised that I was really existing 
between both identities. My works 
simultaneously exist in this complex 
space. 

My decision to study at Chelsea 
solely came from how wonderfully 
Patti communicated what the course 
entailed both during the open day 
and in my interview.24 I’d just come 
out of a BA that did not make me 
feel nurtured or my artwork valued, 
Patti simply said something like: 
“we care about art that affects 

24 Patti is Patricia Ellis, Head of MA Fine Art Chelsea. She is also an 
artist, art writer, consultant and curator whose research spans all 
areas of contemporary art.
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the world” and how the course is 
for “anyone interested in building 
a sustainable network of practice 
beyond the institution, and for 
those who want to view their work 
in relation to the wider world and 
public sphere”. I was immediately 
drawn to this and believed it.

External Examiner

Thank you, Sara, Maryam, please 
introduce yourself.

Maryam Hina Hasnain

I was born in Karachi and studied 
in Kuala Lumpur. There were a lot 
of things that drew me to Chelsea, 
including the Stuart Hall Library 
and TrAIN.25 I was trying to think 
of it as a long-term decision, in 
case I wanted to be more engaged in 
academia through a PhD.
I felt after my undergrad at 
Goldsmiths (which is also very self-
directed) that you kind of feel lost 
in the industry. Chelsea seemed very 
good at training you to integrate 
into the cultural landscape.

External Examiner

Thank you, Maryam, Zichen, what 
about your experience?

Zichen Wang

During the interview, the tutor told 
me that Chelsea’s pretty chill and 
would fit my style.

25 The Research Centre for Transnational Art, Identity and Nation 
(TrAIN) investigates historical, theoretical and practice-based 
research in art, architecture, craft and design. 
https://www.arts.ac.uk/research/research-centres/train

https://www.arts.ac.uk/research/research-centres/train
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In 2019, I took the Graduate 
Diploma, so basically I spent two 
years here, and I’m really enjoying 
it.

External Examiner

Good to hear. That’s amazing. And 
finally, Chuni?

Chuni Wu

I chose Chelsea after studying in 
the US. I started to realise the 
differences between how China and 
foreign countries teach art. I 
wanted to experience London.

External Examiner

Thank you Chuni. I would like 
to hear more about each of your 
practices, the materials you use, 
what drives your work? Chuni, 
perhaps you can start; your website 
describes you as an artist who 
focuses on “emotions and space”.

Chuni Wu

My website is a lab, so I can do 
what I want. A key project is how 
to measure people by using an egg. 
For example, Zichen’s head is about 
eight and a half times the length 
of an egg rolled around. During the 
pandemic we have been practicing 
social distance and I’m interested 
in using my body language to measure 
the social distance.

External Examiner

This makes sense symbolically, the 
idea that we come from an egg, 
perhaps the body is the best way to 
measure another body.
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Chuni Wu

Yes, it has to be something organic 
that measures the body.

Figure 5. Chuni Wu: ‘the dead pan delivery’ (2021) 4-min video 
© Chuni Wu, 2021

Figure 6. Zichen Wang: ,as usual (2021) ∞ min video © Zichen Wang, 2021 
Link: https://zwang.cargo.site/as-usual

https://zwang.cargo.site/as-usual
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External Examiner

Zichen, how about you?

Zichen Wang

My practice has transferred from 
video to performance. I’m always 
scared of doing performance, but 
I like using my body to explore 
identity and gender, but I also 
write science fiction stories too. 
They have some metric on time. So, 
the time is not linear, life is not 
from birth to death and everything 
becomes like a circle: so you die 
and you’re reborn, and you die 
again.

External Examiner

You mention identity and gender, 
which is a strong part of student 
discourse and practice today. If 
comfortable for you, how do you 
define yourself?

Zichen Wang

I’d rather identify myself as gender 
neutral than female. I’m writing 
about my past, some sad, traumatised 
experiences. In China, if you want 
to be strong or you’re a tough girl, 
people would say ‘you’re like a 
boy’. I was bullied at school for 
a very long time and, to protect 
myself, I thought I could be a boy 
so they wouldn’t hurt me. I cut my 
hair and dressed like a boy, trying 
to hide all my femininity.

External Examiner

I cannot speak from that experience, 
except I also agree that to free 
ourselves from labelling and the 
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inherent assumptions around gender 
is liberating.

External Examiner 

Maryam, how about you?

Maryam Hina Hasnain

As somebody who used to work 
primarily with painting, I 
understood the very obvious 
limitations. I got interested in an 
app which in real time would detect 
pixels around you and announce 
the colour. And that is kind of 
enticing; I started using that on 
fabric and also on my peer groups’ 
skin tones. The language is super-
arbitrary almost to the point 
that it was comical. For example, 
‘pale oyster’, or someone else 
might be ‘spicy mix’, and those 
are words that I would never use 
to describe colour. I feel like 
language is quite attached to the 
sensory experience or landscape and 
geography. Even to food and makeup.

Maryam takes a moment to reflect.

Maryam Hina Hasnain (Cont’d)

Sometimes I am Othered in the art 
world, but it made sense for a brown 
woman to be working with textiles, 
and the idea of craft that comes 
with that.

External Examiner

Could you maybe speak a little bit 
more about being ‘a brown woman 
working with textiles’?
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Maryam Hina Hasnain

I think it was the self-awareness, 
but also the humour and then, 
eventually, it like opened up this 
whole portal into research into 
textiles, and obviously they have 
this really tangled history with 
Empire, and even the contemporary 
textile trade sits really 
interestingly within conversations 
about movement and migration.

She pauses.

Maryam Hina Hasnain (Cont’d)

…There are different registers 
of value, higher value textiles 
for example (which come with more 
history attached to them), come with 
more value, but, at the same time, 
the people that are making them 
don’t have access to that kind of 
mobility or agency.

Maryam looks to Sara.

Sara David

Within my work, I link my 
relationship with my mother with 
food. In particular, the idea of 
recipes that have been passed down 
or migrated through her and the 
women in my family through acts of 
storytelling that intimately take 
place in the domestic kitchen. I 
can’t cook, so a lot of my work is 
about this comical energy between 
the both of us where she’s teaching 
me something, but I just don’t know 
these skills. Equally the work 
explores how I further pass down and 
recollect these skills and actions 
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to new audiences, this is particularly 
evident in my film works, where I 
become in charge of the narrative in 
passing down and exchanging.

External Examiner

What did you present for your MA show?

Sara David

I based it on the Chhath [छत], the 
rooftop terrace where all my family 
congregated for events, festivals in 
Delhi, where I spent my childhood. 
Pre-COVID, the canteen at Chelsea, 
for staff, students, and the public 
reminded me of this space. My one-day 
event ‘Lunch at the Chhath’ invited 
members of the public and anyone on 
campus to come and eat a biryani 
alongside a specially curated menu of 
accompaniments that were cooked by my 
mother and the canteen chefs. A meal 
of celebration, togetherness and care. 
My mom single-handedly managed the 
chhath parties, taking on the role of 
host, chef and mother. 

(a beat) 
The canteen was decorated with 
handmade decor with a similar 
90s nostalgic, kitsch aesthetic 
to ones found in my family photo 
albums: foils, pinks, glossy silks. 
Approaching a socially engaged 
practice did scare me at first, but the 
gathering of people felt more precious 
and timely during COVID – playing host 
ultimately, allows for me to feel 
closer in dialogue with my mother.

External Examiner

Could you expand on that?
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Sara David

Well, I’m very aware of my brown 
body in these institutional spaces, 
it’s easy to be further Othered, by 
giving myself the agency of host 
alongside my mother on that same 
plane, I think I counter this, 
especially when the entire work is 
installed within a fully functioning 
institutional canteen. My work 
exists in moments and recollections, 
I wanted every part of this process 
to feel intimate and considered, 
down to my documentation team who 
were both fellow female artists of 
colour. I wanted the feeling of what 
the chhath represented for me then, 
to be retranslated and repurposed 
into the context of now.

External Examiner

Thank you, Sara, Nisa, perhaps you 
can follow on?

Nisa Khan

As a British Pakistani woman, I 
explore the awkward moments of being 
a brown woman. I come from a really 
loud, outspoken family. My mum was a 
single mother, which was quite, you 
know, unorthodox at the time. And 
she’s quite outspoken and definitely 
a feminist.Despite this, I guess 
there are tensions at play - between 
homophobia, racism, honour, and 
shame... I have always found that 
really quite strange to navigate 
through the openness on one hand, 
and restriction on the other hand. 
There’s this restriction. So I guess 
my work really is born from those 
tensions.
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External Examiner

How did those tensions get discussed 
in group conversations around race 
or identity politics?

Nisa Khan

In larger groups, these 
conversations get sidelined.   
I feel staff and peers cling onto 
the humour for dear life in my work, 
which is incredibly frustrating, 
because I want complexity. But, how 
do you speak about a woman wearing a 
salwar kameez, if she’s got a penis 
in her hand and is talking about 
wanking? However, there has been 
much more diversity in the artists 
talks, they’ve been incredible with 
Mary Evans. I hope this continues. 
More female voices are needed. There 
is still a way to go, more is more, 
right?
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Figure 7. Nisa Khan: ‘Brown on Brown’ (still image) (2020) 1 min video with 
sound © Nisa Khan, 2020

Figure 8. Sara David: ‘Lunch at the छत’, 2021, documentation from multi-sensory 
installation and shared meal in collaboration with Gina Aunty and the Chelsea 
Canteen Team. © Sara David, 2021. 
Link: https://vimeo.com/645630507

https://vimeo.com/645630507
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Nisa looks to Sara.

Sara David

On the whole, I really enjoy crits, 
and our course leader, Patricia 
Ellis, is fantastic. However, I can 
remember an occasion where two male 
visiting tutors of colour asked 
me: “Why is this [my approach to 
making] necessary?” The critique was 
gendered and racial, they suggested 
I didn’t need to deal with these 
issues within my work anymore as 
this was already handled by other 
female artists during the 80s, 
whatever that meant? I was shocked 
by this. I left a voice note to 
Nisa, just to scream, she phoned in 
the afternoon expressing the same 
disappointment and our friendship 
was born out of frustration. These 
tutors had told Nisa to look at my 
work as a reference! Generally, I 
have always been my own researcher, 
which can become exhausting.

Maryam Hina Hasnain

That makes me think of my admission 
interview. I was asked by a white, 
male tutor what I thought of Imran 
Khan and his politics? It took me by 
surprise and I asked if this was on 
or off the record? The next question 
was more pointed and seditious. I 
was being profiled to find out how 
liberal I was.

(beat)
... He asked me what I thought about 
the primary school curriculum on 
gender and the secular resistance 
in Birmingham, which has a large 
South Asian and Muslim diaspora—
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this question would never be asked 
to someone who did not look like 
me. I had not yet been accepted to 
the course and I was being asked a 
really specific question.

External Examiner

How did you respond?

Maryam Hina Hasnain

I was shocked but opened a 
conversation around language and 
sexuality, because I really wanted 
to acknowledge the history behind 
both of those narratives.

External Examiner

Profiling any student is highly 
problematic and unacceptable. 
We should acknowledge this as 
structural racism. Your capacity to 
articulate Empire and it’s abuses, 
and somehow turn your response 
into a positive is key here. This 
could have justifiably dented your 
confidence or potentially lost you a 
place on the course…

Maryam Hina Hasnain

There was a big power imbalance in 
the moment, and I could acknowledge 
the historic imbalance at play. I 
think it occurred because there was 
only one tutor interviewing me — I 
don’t think this conversation would 
have happened if another colleague 
was in the room.
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Figure 9. Details and installation view of ‘Architectural Anatomy’ (dimensions 
162 x 127cm), Assorted tufted fibres, wool, cotton, merino, mohair. UAL Art 
Collection (UAC 1023). © Marayam Hina Hasnain, 2021.
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External Examiner

Chuni, can you recall a moment 
at Chelsea where you experienced 
frustration or anger over how 
your work was being discussed or 
represented with peers or staff?

Chuni Wu

I’m quite interested in Western 
culture so Chelsea did quite fit 
me—my father is also a painter. 
Questions included: “Why don’t 
you do something about Chinese 
painters?” But my research is about 
Western painters...

(a beat) 
…Sometimes I felt like I was kind of 
like an outsider — I thought it was 
a language thing. I didn’t know how 
to start and end a conversation. I 
am quite a listener, in both English 
and Chinese, so when I changed my 
environment, I couldn’t remember the 
English artists’ names. It made it 
so hard to 
speak out.

External Examiner

How did you find allyship on the 
course?

Chuni Wu

I did connect to Sara David; she 
is really supportive. I was not 
familiar with others. Being off-
site, everyone felt like strangers, 
which is connected to the pandemic, 
as our MA became an online course. 
The screen became another layer of 
being silent for me, and I was so 
afraid to speak in front of the 
camera. I did find connection to 
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Zichen, and EAWAC (East Asian Women 
Artist Community).26

External Examiner

What conversations came up around 
race/identity politics?

Chuni Wu 

We had one class talking about 
Chinese writing, I felt like Patty 
was really interested in it, but 
I also felt like an outsider, 
because I also don’t know much about 
Chinese culture, and some Chinese 
students didn’t speak so clearly. 
There is a big difference amongst 
Chinese people, there are different 
groups and different feelings, we 
don’t think the same. There is an 
assumption that there is a natural 
affinity among the Chinese students, 
but that clearly is not the case. 

External Examiner 

Following on, does anyone want to 
say any more about the recent impact 
of the pandemic on your studies?

26 Introductory text: “East Asian Women Artist Community (EAWAC) 
is organised by women of color from the East Asian diaspora, 
coming together under the commonality of not wanting to exist 
in the given paradigm. Pursuing art careers in London, we have 
acknowledged significant under-representation of East Asian women 
artists especially when contrasted with the escalating consumption 
and familiarisation of our culture. Through this community, we aim 
to actively navigate a common ground and dismantle the framework 
withholding us by resource-sharing, cross-cultural learning and 
regular discussions. Current members: Zichen Wang, Qianlin Wang, 
Semin Hong, Annan Shao, Chuni Wu, Jiali Mai, Soyeon Kim, Lily 
Yang. This group continues to meet at Goldsmiths CCA, as part of 
A Particular Reality’s residency.” https://zwang.cargo.site/EAWAC 
(Accessed, 21 October 2021)

https://zwang.cargo.site/EAWAC
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Maryam Hina Hasnain 

Well, a really big chunk was spent 
online—that was difficult—we all had 
to make work in our bedrooms. I’m 
not sure if the uni acknowledged 
that as much as they should and it 
was something I struggled with. Our 
course was super open; our course 
leader gave us good advice: “Your 
peers will be your key learning 
space”—but it led me to question 
where is my learning actually coming 
from as an international student?

I am indebted to Nisa, Sara, Marayam, Zichen and 
Chuni for their time and transparent reflections.

Contributors Websites:
Zichen Wang: https://zwang.cargo.site
Sara David: https://www.saradavid-art.com/
Maryam Hina Hasnain: 
https://www.maryamhinahasnainstudio.com/
Nisa Khan: https://www.nisakhan.com/
Chuni Wu: https://chuniwu0217.wixsite.com/mysite

https://zwang.cargo.site
https://www.saradavid-art.com/
https://www.maryamhinahasnainstudio.com/
https://www.nisakhan.com/
https://chuniwu0217.wixsite.com/mysite
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As I come to the end of my journey through the 
archive, the possibility of a conclusion feels 
problematic. The archive does not end, it is ever-
expanding, and this text cannot help but respond 
to the texts that precede it, and inevitably it 
will form a symbolic sandwich to the texts that 
will follow it. For now, it contributes to the 
growth of UAL’s Decolonising Archives Institute’s 
archive. The existence of this project acknowledges 
the archive’s necessity but simultaneously resists 
it, knowing the archive is also a place where 
things get lost and potentially do not see the 
light of day again. I have found more potentiality 
in the connections forged during this research. 
For example, working with Zichen Wang has enabled 
a connection to the East Asian Women Artists 
Community (EAWAC), which through my work with A 
Particular Reality has offered a meeting space 
for international students from East and South 
East Asia to connect and collaborate inter-
institutionally (Chelsea, Goldsmiths and Kingston 
School of Art).27 

The Chelsea of 1964 is a spectre. Moore’s ‘Two 
Piece Reclining Figure No.1’ is on loan to the 
Henry Moore Foundation. Its monumentality no longer 
speaks to the more collaborative, relational, and 
intimate conversations that are forming among the 
current students. In particular, among the students 
of colour, who are taking up space and pushing 
for parity without apology through their work. 
Like many Higher Education institutions, Chelsea 
attempts to steady itself within the continuing 
pandemic and my move through the annals make clear 
that the work of decolonising, if such a thing is 
possible, is and always will be a work in progress. 
The findings of the External Examiner point to 
the institution conceding space and power to the 
students to embrace more reciprocal co-learning 
environments. Dialogue in a period of extended 
atomisation also seems of vital importance, if we

27 https://aparticularreality.co.uk/eawac/ (Accessed February 2nd 2022)

https://aparticularreality.co.uk/eawac/
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are to process not only the recent impact of the 
pandemic but also the countless and complex issues 
of being heard, of being seen, of being included. 
The work made must form part of a nuanced, 
non-tokenised contribution to the art school 
for any marginalised individual who chooses a 
(creative) degree.

In the spirit of collaboration, vital to any 
decolonising project, I will end this report 
with a collaborative excerpt written with Dr 
Jade Montserrat and Dr Cecilia Wee and Tae Ateh 
(UK Artists 4 BLM) for the online journal ‘Arts 
Professional’:

We are not leaving. It is your turn to move aside. 
We are committed to transforming this society and 
we acknowledge that our investment is based on the 
love for what we do as artists, activists, and 
educators. Our labour entails emotional work and 
is highly skilled, but it remains unequal within 
the majority of arts-based institutions throughout 
this country. The present status quo has been 
complicit in keeping us minoritised so that our 
voices remain small. We liken this to a colonial 
mentality designed to fracture and isolate and thus 
minimise rebellion.

We propose that arts institutions and universities 
must embed care packages including training in 
racial and transformational justice, unconscious 
bias, and non-violent communications within their 
structures as standard—developing stringent codes 
of conduct and lines of accountability. New 
working environments require racial equality, 
gender parity, the protection of queer and trans 
rights, and collective access beyond non-disabled/
neurotypical ‘normativity’.

We propose that an anti-racist, anti-capitalist, 
anti-fossil fuel, anti-nuclear and anti-war, 
decolonialised, restructured cultural landscape can 
be achieved through genuine self-reflection, the 
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application of change in real terms and an engagement 
with hard work and hard truths. Our mobilisation 
is in solidarity with a lineage of groups working 
alongside us and is a work-in-progress, while we 
and others develop resources. In light of apparent 
institutional alignments, and declared commitments by 
many to Black Lives Matter, this work is fundamental, 
and an urgent work in progress.28 

28 https://twitter.com/JohannaZS/status/1272533059913625601?s=20 
(Accessed 14 January 2022)

https://twitter.com/JohannaZS/status/1272533059913625601?s=20
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