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Decolonising Collections is an emerging curatorial 
research network led by UAL’s Decolonising Arts 
Institute in partnership with the Arts Council 
Collection, British Council Collection and 
Manchester Art Gallery Collections, generously 
supported by the Art Fund Professional Network 
Grant scheme. The network has focused on two 
virtual connected research residencies, hosted 
remotely and digitally by the Arts Council Collection, 
British Council Collection and Manchester Art 
Gallery Collections.
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Introduction 

 

Fundamentally, this body of 
research aimed to unearth and 
elaborate upon Black, feminist and 
working class histories in the North 
West of England, and how they 
intersect with one another. 

I was curious to see how the correspondence between 
the geography of the United Kingdom and its working 
class, feminist and Black histories can be visualised, 
and how this could be a useful tool for individuals, 
communities and institutions to connect with these 
histories. It is important to recognise that these histories 
are not separate threads; they are deeply intertwined, 
although it fits the desires of the dominant culture to say
that they are not.  

The importance of mapping these connections partially 
lies within the current political climate, where the UK’s 
Conservative government pits ‘white working class’ 
communities against people of colour, refugees and 
asylum seekers, in order to distract from their resentment 
and the victimisation of both communities. This can 
be seen in the creation of a so-called ‘culture war’, the 
apparent protagonists and antagonists of which are 
conceptualised by the government and its institutions.  

Historically, categorisations of race and class were 
blurred by the imperial-capitalist nature of eighteenth- 
and nineteenth-century British society, which Alistair 
Bonnett examines in his text “How the British Working 
Class Became White: The Symbolic (Re)formation of 
Racialized Capitalism”. He writes that “the British working 
class… was marginal to the symbolic formation of 
whiteness”and that whiteness became a “new paradigm 
of class hierarchy”that had been imported from the 
colonies by the bourgeoisie1. While the United States 
had enshrined Anglo-American supremacy as the norm 
from the very beginning of British colonisation (this white 
identity did not include groups such as the Irish, Italians, 
and Greeks), in Britain, the creation of a working class 
with a specific racial identity seems to have been a 
twentieth-century phenomenon.

The initial stimulus for this research residency was an 
object held in the Manchester Art Gallery collections, 
and an exhibition held at the gallery in 2018. The object—
an embroidered pincushion from the early nineteenth 
century, represents the three intersecting histories 
I explored further—that of women’s histories, Black 
histories and working class histories. The pincushion is 
embroidered with black thread on white cotton, bearing 
the words “Am I not your Sister” (based on the famous 
abolitionist slogan “Am I not a man and a brother” 
and a motif of a person in chains (based on the Josiah 
Wedgwood motif that often accompanied 
pro-abolition written materials).

Pincushion: Am I not your Sister. Image courtesy of 
Manchester Art Gallery.  
https://manchesterartgallery.org/collections/title/?mag-
object-30840   
 

https://manchesterartgallery.org/collections/title/?mag-object-30840  
https://manchesterartgallery.org/collections/title/?mag-object-30840  
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 In March–July 2018, a retrospective of Sonia Boyce’s 
work was held at Manchester Art Gallery. The exhibition 
reflected upon its location in the North of England through 
the presentation of multiple works, including ‘Crop Over’,2

a video work filmed at Harewood House near Leeds, 
and of a series of photographs taken by Boyce during 
a residency at Manchester Metropolitan University in 
1997–1998.3 Another exhibition at Manchester Art Gallery 
titled ‘Speech Acts: Reflection-Imagination-Repetition’ 
was held from May 2018 to April 2019, featuring works 
borrowed from three different Manchester institutions 
and Cartwright Hall in Bradford, by many artists of colour, 
which all had “shared heritage in philanthropy made 
possible by… industrial wealth”.4 

Two works by the Preston-based artist Lubaina 
Himid became departure points for this idea of using 
cartography as an anti-colonial device: ‘Between 
the Two my Heart is Balanced’, 1991,5 and ‘Venetian 
Maps—Ceramicists’, 1997.6 With these works created 
six years apart, it is fascinating to see Himid’s different 
interrogation of the map as an object. In ‘Between the 
Two my Heart is Balanced’, the destruction of white, 
Eurocentric discourses on history is represented by a 
map being ripped up and tossed into the ocean by two 
Black women in a boat. In the ‘Venetian Maps’ series, 
the maps are not destroyed, but rather replicated and 
revised to represent figures who are less often from 
European discourse. 

While maps can be deeply problematic, depending on 
the biases of their creators, I felt strongly that a mapping 
device was an accessible and communicable tool for 
revising and re-presenting these histories and 
their intersections.  

Anti-Slavery Medallion: Am I Not a Man and a Brother  
Image courtesy of Manchester Art Gallery.  
https://manchesterartgallery.org/collections/title/?mag-object-38281  

https://manchesterartgallery.org/collections/title/?mag-object-38281
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Mapping: The Reno 

The Reno was a nightclub in Moss Side, Manchester, 
which catered to the city’s Black and mixed-race 
community during the 1970s and 1980s.7 A safe space 
away from the vicious racism of the time, it started life as 
a hostel for African sailors in the 1960s, and then evolved 
into The Reno, and a bar upstairs called The Nile. Its 
reputation as a funk and soul venue grew throughout 
the 1970s, although Black and mixed-race Mancunians 
remained its largest audience; the club even had its own 
football club—Afroville.8 Moss Side at this time was home 
to a large community of African, Caribbean, and Irish 
people, and, like the rest of the community, the patrons of 
The Reno experienced regular police raids.9 
 
The riots in Moss Side in 1981 signalled a decline in 
the area, and The Reno sadly closed in 1986, and was 
demolished a year later. While The Hacienda, 

a club frequented primarily by white working class 
Northerners, is still celebrated and widely known in 
Britain, The Reno has largely been forgotten. But, 
in 2017, the playwright Linda Brogan and a group of 
former patrons and volunteers initiated an excavation 
of the site.10 At the site, which is now surrounded 
by industrial units and busy arterial roads, objects 
including lipsticks, combs and record bags were 
found.11 In 2019, following the excavations, a group of 
former regulars of The Reno undertook a year-long 
residency at the Whitworth Gallery, located less than 
a mile from the site of the club. They used the space 
to show some of the artefacts from the excavation 
in combination with objects from the Whitworth 
collections, but also as an opportunity to develop 
ideas to sustain the legacy of The Reno.
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Mapping: Len Johnson 

Len Johnson was born in Clayton, Manchester, in 1902 to 
an English mother and a Sierra Leonean father. Despite 
being banned from fighting for British titles due to the 
legalisation of a colour bar in British sport by Winston 
Churchill in 1911, he had a successful 11-year career, 
from 1922 to 1933.12 Following the Second World War, 
Johnson became a prolific activist, becoming a key figure 
in Manchester’s labour and Black liberation movements. 
He founded the New International Society in Manchester, 
a centre for Black social justice activism based in 
Moss Side.

In 1953, after being refused entrance to Old Abbey 
Taphouse on the Greenheys Estate and removed by 
force by the police on grounds of his race, he organised 
a protest, which was supported by the Mayor of 
Manchester. The protest was ultimately successful and 
inspired similar protests across the UK to end legalised 
segregation. The pub where the protest took place 
reopened in 2016 and, in 2019, was used for workshops 
on Len Johnson and the history of the colour bar, 
facilitated by Geoff Brown and Dr Shirin Hirsch from 
Manchester Metropolitan University and the People’s 
History Museum.13 

Johnson was a delegate at the 1945 Pan-African 
Congress alongside the future President of Ghana, 
Kwame Nkrumah.14 The 1945 Pan-African Congress, held 
at Chorlton-on-Medlock Town Hall, was a key moment for 
Manchester, but, most importantly, for the future of the 
African continent.Many of the decisions made here, and 
many of the people who attended, were instrumental in 
the independence of African countries from Britain and 
European colonial powers. 

Interestingly, one of the key reasons 
for the choice of Manchester as 
host city was because it was seen 
as the “least prejudiced”15 of all 
British cities
—a view that I believe is undoubtedly tied up in the 
city’s radical trade unionist and working class histories, 
including acts of solidarity with enslaved people
 in the Americas. 
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Mapping: The Stalybridge Riot 

Returning to Lubaina Himid’s practice and her painterly 
examination of Black geographies, her installation  
‘Cotton.com’16 reflects on a little-known event of 
transatlantic solidarity in the 1860s by Lancashire mill 
workers. Monochrome patterns are used to create a 
visual conversation between slaves and labourers on both 
sides of the Atlantic, while also unpicking the gendered 
sensibilities of cotton and pattern-making.

Traditionally, while Liverpool’s connections to the 
transatlantic slave trade are more widely recognised 
understood, Manchester’s title as “Cottonopolis” ties 
it inevitably to histories of chattel slavery. Stalybridge, 
a settlement east of Manchester city centre, grew 
exponentially during the Industrial Revolution, and was the 
site of the Stalybridge cotton mill workers’ strike during 
the Cotton Famine of 1861–1865. The strike was caused 
by the shortage of raw cotton from the United States, 
a result of the American Civil War, firstly by a boycott 
imposed by the Southern (pro-slavery) states, and then by 
a blockade implemented by Abraham Lincoln to prevent 
the South from trading in cotton and other goods.  
The shortage of cotton meant many mills temporarily 
closed down in this period, leaving their workers 
unemployed and hungry.  

On 24 December 1862, at Manchester’s Free Trade Hall 
(3) hundreds of cotton workers attended a meeting, where 
they passed a motion to Abraham Lincoln that called for 
the continuation of the blockade against the Confederate 
states (despite the fact that the blockade continued to 

leave them unemployed and, in most cases, starving) and 
the abolition of slavery in every state of the US. Lincoln 
replied to them, in a letter dated 19 January 1863, writing:  
 

“It is indeed an energetic and re-inspiring assurance 
of the inherent truth and of the ultimate and universal 
triumph of justice, humanity and freedom…. 
Whatever misfortune may befall your country or my 
own, the peace and friendship which now exists 
between the two nations will be, as it shall be my 
desire to make them, perpetual.”17

The works of the nineteenth-century English author 
Elizabeth Gaskell explore some of the intersections of 
women’s histories with working class struggles during 
the Industrial Revolution in a Northern English context. 
In ‘North’ and ‘South’ for example, Gaskell comments 
on tensions between the industrial north and the
wealthier south. However, as Julia Sun-Joo Lee writes, 
this north–south axis can be read more as an examination 
of the relationship “between the cotton-producing 
American South and the cotton-manufacturing British 
North”,18 and therefore “historicising North and South 
within both the nineteenth-century global textile economy 
and the nineteenth-century anti-slavery movement”.19

Sun-Joo Lee’s transnational reading is fascinating and 
corroborates the evidence that the working classes in the 
cotton-producing towns of Lancashire would have been 
aware that “the last hands to touch the cotton before 
them had been black hands and unfree”.20 

Free Trade Hall, Manchester by Edward Walters  
Image courtesy of Manchester Art Gallery.  
https://manchesterartgallery.org/collections/title/?mag-
object-108493   

https://manchesterartgallery.org/collections/title/?mag-object-108493
https://manchesterartgallery.org/collections/title/?mag-object-108493
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Black Artists’ Ecologies in the North West, 1980–2000 

I believe it is also useful to think 
about mapping the ecologies, 
the waterways, the systems that 
supported Black artists and Black-
led spaces and exhibitions in the 
North West, particularly during the 
1980s and 1990s. 

This relatively recent history is exceedingly rich—there 
is a strong presence of Black artists living, working, 
creating and exhibiting in the area, particularly in Greater 
Manchester. With its rich heritage of manufacturing and 
design, it is not surprising that the region also has a rich 
artistic history, including many Black artists who lived, 
worked and held exhibitions here, including Lubaina 
Himid and the Scottish-Ghanaian poet and photographer 
Maud Sulter. 

Exhibitions such as ‘Black Art: Plotting the Course’ (held 
at Oldham Art Gallery, Bluecoat Gallery, Liverpool and 
Wolverhampton Art Gallery) in 1988 and ‘Black Skin/
Bluecoat’ (also at Bluecoat Gallery, Liverpool) in 1985 are 
detailed in an essay by Dr Anjalie Dalal-Clayton, where 
she argues that “Bluecoat’s impressive programme 
history and regular focus on the individual practices of 
Black artists over the past forty years has arguably been 
more consistent and nuanced… than many of the more 
prominent art institutions situated further south and in 
the Capital”.21 Arguably, the smaller cities of Preston and 
Rochdale have also played similarly important roles in 
supporting and exhibiting Black artists, with Rochdale 
Art Gallery in particular being a significant site of cultural 
production for Black women artists. 
 
The Turner Prize-winner Lubaina Himid now lives and 
works in Preston, which is also home to the Institute 
for Black Atlantic Research at UCLAN (University of 
Central Lancashire). The region also has a rich history of 
organisations and individuals working at the intersections 
of arts and Black liberation activism, including The Black 
Arts Alliance (now the National Black Arts Alliance, co-
founded by North West-based SuAndi) and Cultureword, 
an organisation that supports and advocates for writers of 
colour in the North West.
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Conclusion  

While Black histories in the United Kingdom focus almost 
exclusively on London (and to some degree, the Midlands), 
I have attempted to create a cartography of Black histories 
in the North West of England and how they relate to working 
class and women’s histories.

With its rich heritage of manufacturing and design, it 
is not surprising that the region also has a rich artistic 
history, including many Black artists who lived, worked, 
and held exhibitions here during the 1980s and 1990s. 
The waterways, mills and industrial warehouses of the 
region represent a history that is indebted to working 
class struggle as well as the injustices faced by 
women and people of colour, with Manchester’s cotton 
manufacturing industry tying it to nations   
across the world. 

In the digital display that accompanies this essay, 
I have detailed locations that correspond to these 
histories, including the three mentioned as case 
studies here. While focusing on Manchester, this 
display also highlights histories from across the 
region, including Liverpool, Preston, and Lancaster. 
I hope that this cartographic device will successfully 
visualise intersecting histories and show how certain 
locations can register historically multiple times 
through the centuries. 
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