Britishness Today
What does it mean to be British? 

This exhibition is about what it means to be British and how as a people, we collectively identify ourselves. As a nation coming out of the European Union and now contributing to the turmoil in Syria we are facing a public division in regard to belief, both religious and political. In reference to these ideals I believe it’s important to address the current political unrest, division and lack of order we’ve seen in recent years and how that is key to how we as Brits are who we are. I will be exploring the perceived negatives and positives of British culture and what our values are. According to our government our values are Democracy, The Rule of Law, Individual Liberty and Mutual Respect for and Tolerance of those with different faiths and beliefs and for those without faith. These values are just and important in our society, but I want to look past these projected values and view an insight into our personal culture and propose a series of images that offer different ways of viewing ourselves. I want the spectator to come out questioning and debating which set of images best presented British culture, so what does it mean to be British?

I’ve decided to use images that have appeared in the media instead of images that have been photographed by ‘artists’. By doing this it directly links to the traits of the different sub-cultures and behaviours we have and a creates clearer documentation of them. There is such a wide range of philosophy within the UK and that’s to be expected when there are four different countries with conflicting patriotic history as well as a wide class system. The main themes and topics that I want to look at include the London riots, Football hooliganism, Britain’s obsession with alcohol, the limelight around the royal family and our stereotypical politeness.

We have the rude, drunken football fan and then the polite, queen obsessed tea-drinker. Fundamentally, these two stereotypes portray the positives and negatives that I am exploring, however it also shows us at what we’re really looking at here is the lower and upper class. This goes to show that today defining Britishness is close to impossible. This is the very reason that this display of images offers many conflicting views and it’s up to the viewers to define it for themselves. 

Julian Critchley, a former MP for Aldershot says “Britishness….is also drunken yobs following a football team. It's patriotism which verges upon nationalism if encouraged.” Football and Sport has been a key aspect of Britishness since the 1800’s but the overly proud fan has been created and it’s at a point of violence which is disgusting. During the Euros in 2016 there were awful scenes not so distinguishable from the London Riots. This behavior, as terrible as it is, does contribute to Britishness and depicts our uglier side. One image I selected shows an English football fan stood before a crowd, arms out as if he were a captain leading his men to war. I think that Britishness may well be defined by our lack of Britishness at times. This is to say the Britishness that should stand for politeness and tea and ques which maybe isn’t the definition of being British but it’s certainly something unique that we have. Another aspect of that particular culture is when one walks into another on the street and the person who has been walked into apologies to the other.




George Mikes once said, “An Englishman, even if he is alone, forms an orderly queue of one.” This quote optimizes the politeness and order that we Brits have when it comes to public formalities, it’s so hardwired into our way of living that it is the norm. Arguably it’s more of an English trait than a British one but that lead me to my next point that no one ever identifies themselves as British. We tend to see ourselves as from whatever country we’re from or city we’re from. I think our range of accents best sums up this point of how we all see ourselves as different but also one of the same. I’ve chosen an image where British fans que without barriers when waiting for an Ed Sheeran concert at the O2. I think the image evokes a sense of how sensitized we are to others wellbeing, personal space and not intruding on one another. Additionally, as a spectator to the image it brings a snigger or a laugh, reminding you how odd we are which is nice as it brings a relatability to the viewer at the exhibition. 

It's almost strange how obsessed as a nation we are about the royal family, you could even bet on what the new royal babies’ name was going to be. What’s even more surprising is the fascination from foreign countries, the Queen even appearing on their currency in the case of Australia. Jeremy Paxman made a great point “... instead of trying to grapple with the implications of the story of empire, the British seem to have decided just to ignore it... the most corrosive part of this amnesia is a sense that because the nation is not what it was, it can never be anything again.” He highlights the decrease of power we’ve had as a nation since the high of the British Empire and I think this is a huge contributing factor that most of the nation as latched onto the only stable and seemingly powerful aspect of the time in the royal family.

As I mentioned previously, I’ve decided to use images from the media and display them in my exhibition as if they were paintings or gallery photographs. I think that by doing this it allows the viewer to take a step back from these events as a news story or headline and observe it in a different scene as if it were art. Prior to the exhibition I would have the public wait outside and the idea would be that they would que and so even before they’ve entered the exhibition they have displayed traits of Britishness and are subconsciously aware of their Britishness. There’s a rough direction in which I would expect the spectators to walk in, but the exhibition is open, and people are free to walk around as they like. They are confronted first with images from the London Riots. I decided to have these as the first set of images as they aren’t initially noticeable as the London riots or even images in Britain.

They will then examine the other artwork like canvas’ to eventually be confronted with a split screen. On the screen I plan to have an episode of both Fawlty Towers and The Only Way Is Essex running alongside one another. I think this is a nice hint to how our culture has changed in terms of entertainment and how the public will identify with both videos. Despite using images from the media, I have been inspired by Peter Dench’s work and his honesty about British culture and the range of manners, opinions and alcohol intake. So, like his work the images that I have selected speak for themselves and when the audience leave I hope that they are able to comprehend an answer in their head to the question what does it mean to be British?
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