Assessment 3: Sonia Limbrick 2417058
A comparative critical analysis of the approaches of two different communities regarding their colonial past.
A comparative critical analysis of the approaches of two different communities: Bristol, and Royal Leamington Spa concerning their colonial past will demonstrate how both locations negotiate their similar links with the Transatlantic Slave Trade. Application of Veysel Apaydin’s theory regarding the effectiveness of the incorporation of grass roots movements into cultural memory will assess the impact of social pressure on recreating contested heritage. Exampling colonial statues and landmarks in the form of street names in both communities will evidence different perspectives.  
Comparison of the communities will highlight the juxtaposition between approaches: both locations showcase local heritage in public museums, accommodated colonial tangible heritage in the form of statues (Colston statue in Bristol and Guy’s Cliffe statue in Leamington) and both named streets to honour owners of slaves in sugar plantations on St. Kitts however, responses to colonial links vary as demonstrated by historical context, a comparison of the tangible and intangible heritage, and review of societal expectation (UCL, n.d.).
As Deputy Governor of the Royal African Company, Edward Colston (1636 – 1721) monopolised English trade on the island of St Kitts, colonised in the 1620’s. The Carribean island substituted tobacco production for sugar by the 1650’s and although highly profitable, was labour intensive, resulting in large-scale import of African slaves (St.Kitts-Nevis, n.d.). 

The cultivation of sugar cane ensured economic strength as a British colony and by the late seventeenth century, St Kitts became one of the most prosperous sugar producers in the Caribbean (St.Kitts-Nevis, n.d.).  As a plantation owner on the pinnacle of social hierarchy, Colston enjoyed significant political influence locally and abroad. He became a member of parliament, and was viewed as a philanthropist, supporting schools and other public institutions in Bristol. 
A commemorative statue was erected in 1895, and local landmarks across Bristol were named in honour of Colston (Morgan, 1999). Modern awareness resulted in demands for the statue to be removed throughout the twentieth century until it became the focal point of a Black Lives Matter (BLM) protest on 7th June 2020.
Protesters climbed the stone plinth, attaching ropes to pull the statue to the ground. The statue was then tagged with graffiti before being rolled half a mile along the harbourside and upturned over the railings into the water below, indicating the strength of feeling about what the statue represented.
Although public art does not normally fall under the remit of the collective of Bristol Museums, three days following the protest the Mayor’s Office requested support to oversee safe storage of the statue (Coles, 2023). A conservator and Collections Documentation Officer facilitated the removal from the water with the objective to retain and stabilise the object as found (Coles, 2023). Community action became linked to an intangible object, altering societal values placed upon it, adding a layer of meaning within in the layer of spray-paint. The conserver reported heightened emotions being directed at her via social media but concluded the consensus seemed to be that the community preferred to preserve the graffiti as part of the story. In 2022, a public opinion survey ‘We Are Bristol History Commission’, in partnership with Bristol Museums explored the opinions of the city and discovered 80% of almost 14,000 respondents thought it important the statue was displayed in a museum. Following its temporary display June 2021 to January 2022, the statue was put on permanent display at the M Shed Museum (Barnett, 2021).
Alfred Gell explains that the art object itself does not possess a memory, but is an ‘agent’ conveying a message, deeming the context of art object as important to social interpretation and meaning: it is not the mere 'thing' that is important, but the way in which it is interpreted (Gell, 2023, p.51). For instance, Senior Curator of History Helen McConnell Simpson explains the permanent installation of the statue is displayed as found, including holes, graffiti and missing pieces in a toppled state as if lying on the harbour bed, contextualised by images of the protest itself. The statue’s agency is transformed from commemoration of an enslaver to an icon against racial injustice in opposition to the original intention (Barnett, 2021). Harrison explains our futures as imagined and made possible through the pasts which are produced through heritage in our present (Harrison, 2012, p.4) as illustrated in the displacement of the Colston statue and subsequent resurrection, representing the development of modern values and facilitating a visual reminder to educate future generations. The statue acts as an educational object and the ground-up actions of removal and reinvention indicates what the community felt (Gayle, 2022).
Decisions about the sculpture’s future were carefully considered over time. Minutes of Bristol Museums meetings regarding a Colston Statue Survey Report demonstrates the working party was proactive in obtaining demographically inclusive views of the large community of the city. Respondents were characterised by age, sex, disability, ethnicity and religion and identified omissions such as the most deprived 20% of the city were targeted with paper copies for their views (Bristol City Council, n.d. a, 30/7/21). Relevant agencies including Historic England and legal teams were invited as managers were sensitive to the timing of criminal proceedings (Bristol City Council, n.d. a, 22/10/21).
Gell, on exploring the circulation and reception of art views art ‘...as a system of action, intended to change the world...’ (Gell, 2023, p.36), a concept quickly embraced by Bristol to readdress the heritage that the statue embodied, with the report recommending ‘The importance of future display detailing the full history in a balanced and contextual way’ (Bristol City Council, n.d. a, 21/11/21). Despite the challenges of lack of exhibition space and funding, Officers discussed the potential to position the statue and evolve the permanent exhibition around it to give additional space to contextualise (Bristol City Council, n.d. a, 27/6/22).
City Council Arts managers across Bristol museums group of six sites extended the opportunity, suggesting M Shed as the ‘flagship museum for debate’ (Bristol City Council, n.d. a, 27.6.22) with the intention of interpreting heritage with the ‘Importance of history of slavery, racism and inequality in the context of Bristol being central to the display so that it remains relevant for years to come, as well as the role of the community in curating the display’ (Bristol City Council, n.d. a, 12/1/23).
Bristol City Council were inventive in challenging racism and inequality, ‘investigating regularisation (delisting) the statue (Bristol City Council, n.d. a, 29/3/23) and consulting Legacy groups. A concern could be that the statue is now hidden from street view, unable to convey discussion and debate however, the plinth does not remain empty since Colston’s statue was replaced with a sculpture of BLM protester Jen Reid as photographed after the protest standing on the plinth with her fist raised, thus epitomising a modern narrative.
The Museums Commission progressed public support for the fall of Colston’s veneration, recognising the potential to review alternative options for Street names with colonial links, collaborating with citizens and communities, suggesting Citizen juries and meeting with the History Commission and Legacy Steering Group (Bristol City Council, n.d. a, 29.3.22). Proposed changes to colonial landmarks were not supported by the entirety of the community however, with petitions calling to retain the name of Colston Hall reaching almost 10,000 signatures (Osborne, 2020). Regardless, Colston Hall became Bristol Beacon, Colston School became Collegiate School, and the community independently updated names including The Colston Arms, which became ‘Ye Olde Pubby McDrunkface’ alongside the banner ‘We Are Listening!’ (Osborne, 2020). 

The challenge of a visual reminder of power and wealth generated by enslavement for the economic benefit of an intolerant society is reflected in another, albeit smaller statue and privately owned statue with close colonial associations; the Guy’s Cliffe statue, Leamington. Although privately owned for generations since installation, the statue has remained publicly accessible for a fee for a number of years.

In preparation for the Black Atlantic exhibition 2024, Leamington Spa Art Gallery and Museum research groups affirmed links between the town and British colonies in the Caribbean spotlighting John Greatheed, who emigrated from the UK to St. Kitts as an enslaver during the economic height of sugar production in the early part of the eighteenth century (Crowther, 2024). The sugar and rum produced was shipped to ports including Bristol (Richardson, 2023, p.43).
On his death in 1739 the plantation passed to John’s son Samuel Greatheed.  Samuel bought Guy’s Cliffe country estate, in 1750 just outside Leamington, renovating the house and gardens with proceeds from enslaved labour (Richardson, 2023, p.44). Like enslavers before him, he became a Member of Parliament and was well respected in the community. He married Lady Mary Bertie Percy and following his death in 1765 the planation was managed on behalf of their Son Bertie Bertie Greatheed 1759-1826 (UCL, n.d.) who, like Samuel and John before him, used his wealth to fund his lavish lifestyle, becoming one of the major landowners in Leamington, his main source of income being his grandfather's plantation. 
A spring was discovered on Bertie’s land and construction began to commercially exploit spa water, building The Royal Pump Rooms, which has housed Leamington museum since 1999. He also invested in the Assembly Rooms and Regent Hotel, and sold land for further development, transforming the village into a popular spa resort (Richardson, 2023, pp.42-45).
Bertie’s Granddaughter Ann and her husband Charles Greatheed-Bertie Percy, as descendants of John Greatheed and beneficiaries of St. Kitts plantation at the time slavery was abolished across British colonies in 1833 were compensated for 84 slaves in the Slave Compensation Act 1837 (UCL, n.d. claim 25372) with no funds donated to the slaves themselves.

Unlike the Colston statue, the Guy’s Cliffe statue depicting a kneeling slave supporting a sundial has remained privately owned within the same family lineage of Greatheed/ Bertie/ Percy for generations, with limited public viewings since installation until the present day. The exact installation date is unknown: based on public records, artistic style, and historical documents of the site, installation is assumed to be part of Samuel Greatheed’s Guy’s Cliffe gardens renovation following acquisition of the estate in the mid eighteenth century.

An article written in 1900 quotes ‘The south garden is particularly attractive, with a wealth of many flowers, and the kneeling slave in lead curiously supports a dial ...’ (Country Life, 1900, p180) whilst the current narrative mirrors this description, boasting ‘lead sundial in the form of a kneeling figure’ set in a flower garden named ‘Blackamoor Garden’ (National Garden Scheme, n.d.).

Apaydin describes how heritage has ‘been abused to shape and oppress communities whose collective identity and sense of belonging is constructed through heritage (Apaydin, 2020a, p17). This political agenda is evident in the ‘Blackamoor’ style, which typically depicted men of African descent, often carrying an item such as a tray, or at Guy’s Cliffe, a sundial. The term is considered to possess racist connotations attributed to colonialism and slavery. Adrienne Childs explains the ‘romanticised’ depiction of Blackamoor pieces supported a more acceptable existence of slaves, with eighteenth-century ‘Ornamental Blackness’ representing black servants ‘throughout places of wealth and refinement’ (Childs, n.d. p.14), an interpretation that lends itself well to the opulence of Guy’s Cliffe estate.

The current heir of the statue, Michael Heber-Percy explained Guy’s Cliffe remained in the same family until his Grandparents Josceline Heber-Percy and Katherine Percy left in 1939, retaining the adjoining farm as far as Old Milverton, and took it with them to Sussex. Following their death his parents moved it into their own garden until Michael acquired his current country estate in Hampshire in 1972 and took ownership. Reminiscent of its original location, the statue was installed by Michael as a focal point in a walled flower garden that he planned himself (Heber-Percy, 2025) surrounded by ‘woodland garden, the more cultivated lawns, terrace and walled herb garden next to the house, the orchard and vegetable garden’ (National Garden Scheme, n.d.).

Michael considers the piece ‘an essential feature of the walled garden’ and despite the sundial being ‘not in good condition’, values this element as having interesting historical value, organising examination by The British Sundial Society (Heber-Percy, 2025). Apaydin understands memory may be subjective however, emphasises the embodiment of memories within tangible heritage, especially considering contested heritage such as colonial heritage (Apaydin, 2020a, p.16). Colonial tangible heritage such as Blackamoor sculpture signifies an intolerant colonial mindset, exhibited as a show of wealth and power in the hands of an enslaver. The National Trust acknowledges interpretation challenges with their own Blackamoor pieces: in 2020, an act of decolonisation witnessed the removal of kneeling slave statues at Dunham Massey Hall and at Wentworth (The National Trust, n.d. a). The statues are almost identical in form to Guy’s Cliffe, also supporting sundials. The statues were described as ‘a legacy of the enslavement of Africans and the objectification of Black bodies in British and European Art’ (The National Trust, n.d. a). In an alternative context however, such as a private home setting, it simply remains a family heirloom, being moved from one family home to another across the country. The Guy’s Cliffe Statue is part of Michael’s personal history, tied to memories of his Grandparents home, passed through generations. Apaydin maintains cultural memory is associated through tangible heritage however, potentially through ignorance or apathy, different spectators interacting with the same piece experience different interpretations.
In May 2020, less than one month before George Floyd was killed - an incident that resulted in a BLM protest in Leamington, a local social media campaign initiated the goal of reinstating the Guy’s Cliffe kneeling slave statue. Despite the caretakers of Guy’s Cliffe referencing colonial links (Guy’s Cliffe House, n.d.), users of a social media page dedicated to the heritage site suggested an art student or sculptor could create a life-size replica if the original could not be returned. Supporters considered the suggestion a ‘great idea’ stipulating it ought to be as authentic as possible and ‘not cost more than the original’. Another contributor suggested requesting the return of the statue from it’s heir. The campaign was not pursued beyond the one small group indicating strength of feeling was apathetic (Bring Back Guy’s Cliffe, 2020).
It may be surprising that any section of modern society would deem a statue known to depict a slave as tolerable, suggesting that further Decolonial awareness and action is necessary to learn from the past and ensure an equitable society. In private ownership however, ignorance, or an unwillingness to change the narrative is unenforceable. Michael Heber-Percy would consider his statue’s future as a museum object only if his own children were unable to preserve it themselves (Heber-Percy, 2025). This has the potential to change the object’s agency more widely:  there have been no protests against the current display of the Colston statue, demonstrating the impact of transitioning an object from one context to another. If Leamington followed Bristol’s lead and accessioned the Guy’s Cliffe statue, perhaps the agency of the object would be changed. Leamington Museum curators of the recent Black Atlantic exhibition are fully aware of the associations with the Guy’s Cliffe statue, meaningfully featuring its image on the front cover of the accompanying catalogue of essays on colonial links. Considering Gell’s notion however, that the object itself does not carry meaning, but meaning is put upon it, unless effectively curated in line with Bristol’s community engagement procedures and Legacy policies, the value risks remaining a simple decorative item (Gell, 2023, p.51).
Apaydin establishes the importance of heritage to the community explaining Cultural Heritage is transformed via the process of construction and destruction with the memory of tangible heritage flowing through the past, present, and future (Apaydin, 2020b, p.13), emphasising the particular effectiveness for the survival of oppressed communities and proclaiming tangible heritage has a ‘large role as the place where memories are transferred from one generation to another, as well as being where cultural narratives are kept alive’ (Apaydin, 2020b, p.13). The role of the Museum in Decolonialism is therefore important in presenting heritage and continuing cultural memory within the community. A critical assessment of museum policies and user-facing online presence will assist the evaluation of post-colonial approaches and community engagement across Bristol and Leamington.
A micro survey of other randomly selected UK public local history museums conclude that Post-colonial discussion is exceptionally strong at Bristol Museums and Culture section of Bristol City Council (Limbrick, 2025). A working group was set up in 2020 to address racial inequalities, continuing work on repatriation and engaging with originating communities. The response time for post-colonial queries is often only a matter of minutes (Limbrick, 2025). All three sections of the museum website’s main page discuss post-colonial issues. An additional post is labelled ‘Decolonisation’, and another links to the current exhibition ‘Decolonising Jamaican Flora’. The ‘collections statement’ is easily accessible, updating the user on repatriation progress, with a link to ‘Decolonisation FAQ’s’ (Bristol City Council, 2020b).
Their website contains extensive Decolonialism articles related to the museum’s projects including: ‘The Toppling of the Colston Statue’, ‘Decolonisation Update’, ‘Rediscovering Black Portraiture’, ‘Black Lives Matter Placards’, ‘Decolonising the Museum Archives’, ‘Decolonising Language’, ‘Repatriation Next Steps’, ‘Black Bristolians’, ‘British Empire and Commonwealth Oral Histories’, ‘Decolonisation Diary’ and ‘Uncomfortable Truths Behind Museum Objects’, most of which were published since the BLM protests of May 2020. In addition to a link to the Equity and Diversity policy on the museum website, the website showcases the implementation of ‘GRIOT - a thought-provoking intervention in the Transatlantic Traffic of Enslaved Africans...’ developed by ‘Rebel Curators’ to invite visitors to engage with narratives of enslaved individuals and their descendants (Bristol City Council, n.d. b).
Discussing the ability for Heritage to adapt to the changing cultural contexts of society, Apaydin reflects upon who has the right to transform, reuse or destroy material culture and memory, and how they may proceed in an ethical way (Apaydin, 2020a, p.27). M Shed museum understands this issue, challenging the Authorised Heritage Discourse (AHD) by not only proactively ensuring diversity within employees, but visitors also, proclaiming ‘We aim to engage and represent people who don’t usually visit museums’ (M Shed, n.d.).
In contrast, there is a lack of diversity within the curatorial team and Arts management staff at Leamington Museum, and no obvious Equality and Diversity policy link on the Museum’s website except the legal minimum of the Equality Act of 2010. Neither are there any online debates regarding staff diversity or visitor demographic. 
This is surprising since Leamington Museum, situated inside the Royal Pump Rooms, on land acquired through the Greatheed family of enslavers installed a short exhibition in 2024 responding to Leamington’s links to the Transatlantic Slave Trade, publishing the accompanying book ‘Black Atlantic’ on the subject. The museum was simultaneously involved in the production of ‘Global Leamington’, discussing Colonial links, including the essay ‘Leamington: the town that slavery built’. Since the temporary exhibition however, unlike Bristol, colonial links are virtually erased from the permanent local history display and website, including within the ‘Collections and Research’ link, and there is no evidence of proactive action since the BLM protest of 2020 taking place in the Pump Room Gardens.
The reason for the neglect of immediate engagement with the colonial conversation is unclear, though may be a consequence of lack of funding, lack of public interest, or extensive building works to gallery space planned since 2020 (beginning 2025). No information regarding future Decolonisation plans has been disseminated to ground staff. 
Critical appraisal of both museums indicate Decolonialism and community engagement is a top priority for Bristol, and of low priority to Leamington. 
Examining town and city policies may determine further reasons for dissimilar colonial heritage approaches. Warwick District Council has no policy or manifest on the website regarding Colonialism with the exception of a paragraph within a Commonwealth Games ‘toolkit’ and a link to a ‘commonwealth trail’ leaflet spotlighting some of the colonial links to Leamington including ‘The Pump Rooms – built in 1814 on land belonging to Bertie Greatheed, owner of a slave plantation on the Caribbean island of St. Kitts’.  The ‘History and Heritage’ link on the website directs the user to the Pump Rooms website which excludes colonial history (Bristol City Council, 2020b). Bristol City Council however employs a ’People and Communities’ link detailing Black History Month events, and links to their Equality, Diversity and Cohesion Policies, including details of the Bristol Race Equality Strategic Leaders’ Group – a group of leaders spanning twelve public sectors ‘set up to look at the issues raised in the Bristol Manifesto for Race Equality’ (Bristol Museums, n.d.).
For reasons of ethical representation, Apaydin emphasises the importance of having community needs reflected in decisions about their heritage (Apaydin, c2020b, p. 15). And this is reflected by visitor comments on the feedback slips at Leamington Museum requesting more representation of colonial history (Limbrick, 2024). The demography of Leamington and Bristol differ: Leamington is a town of just over 50,000 people for example, whilst Bristol is ten times larger with a population of over half a million. The Office of National Statistics records 80.2% of Leamington’s population identify as white, and although the percentage is similar for Bristol at 81.84% , the actual number of people in Leamington recorded as identifying as ‘Black, Caribbean or African’ for Leamington in 2021 – 2022 was 721 (1.4%) whilst Bristol’s figure was 29,034 people (5.56%) (ONS, n.d.), possibly identifying an intensified motivation for change. Demographics may influence attitudes to Decolonialism and certainly population accounts for a difference in funding levels however, approaches could be independent from statistics, alternatively relying heavily on social pressure.
Apaydin maintains heritage transformation can be problematic unless communities engage with the process from a bottom-up perspective (Apaydin, 2020b, p.3), a theory demonstrated by the toppling of the Colston statue. Destruction of the statue was a culmination of previous ineffective peaceful protests from 1921 to 2018 including a book, complaints, boycotts, graffiti, protests, calls to rename landmarks, re-wording of the plaque and an unofficial installation in front of the statue depicting slaves (Gayle, 2022). 1.78% of Leamington attended a BLM protest in Leamington on 4th June 2020, congregating at the Pump Rooms Gardens (Coventry Telegraph, 2020), and 1.91% attended the Bristol BLM protest 7th June 2020 culminating at the harbour. Bristol’s attendance rate, although seemingly low, was 245% higher than that of Leamington [10,000 people compared to 400], indicating stronger community demand in Bristol. Although both protests were peaceful with the exception of the forcible removal of the Colston statue (Defendants were cleared of criminal damage), community action thrust the necessity for immediate involvement upon Bristol Museum and Bristol City Council. 
The eventual social action required to replace street names associated with a slave trader in Bristol is testament to the strength of feeling within the community, and power of social pressure from the ground up. Leamington’s approach however is currently from the top down, dictated by curators, managers, and others involved in the AHD. Greatheed’s legacy continues beyond the Guy’s Cliffe statue and the development of the town. Jessica Nyassa’s research project on absentee landlords for the same exhibition noted several local streets named for the Greatheed family: Greatheed Road, Bertie Terrace and Percy Road in Leamington (Crowther, 2024, p. 36) yet unlike Bristol, there has been no protest, nor proactive action from the council or museum to review landmark names. 
Despite extensive knowledge, the opportunity to engage with the community and develop a programme of Decolonialism was missed at Leamington museum. Reflecting Bristol’s example, Leamington could capitalise upon the recent Black Atlantic research and employ numerous Decolonisation practices: displaying Post-colonial objects, relabelling, guest curators, reviewing diversity of staff and visitors, actioning community requests for colonial history, removing the Victorian Orientalist images of ‘Eastern’ workers from the Turkish Bath serving white bath users, renaming the ‘Hamam’, contextualising colonial links, inviting Decolonialism dialogue, establishing Post-colonial discussion groups, implementing and updating Decolonisation initiatives online, campaign to rename slave trader landmarks, collaborate with Bristol Museum or by acknowledging colonial links to the museum building in the permanent local history gallery, which currently details the history of the town from a village to the present excluding slavery profits it was built upon.
Reflecting upon the similarities between Bristol and Leamington: the impact of sugar plantation profits on community growth, the tangible heritage of the statues and intangible heritage of landmark naming, highlights differences in attitudes to Decolonisation. Leamington’s unresponsive approach is demonstrated by a lack of colonial representation, post-colonial narrative, diversity, community engagement or communication regarding any behind-the-scenes planned Decolonisation efforts within the museum or the town’s council.
Bristol’s approach however demonstrates a positive, and thorough outstanding reaction to colonial issues which is continuously expanding. The Museum engages with online users comprehensively, is diverse, pro-actively and extensively constructing techniques to Decolonise tangible and intangible heritage and replaces the suppression and justification of the city’s colonial history by contemplatively contextualising it sympathetically and crucially, in partnership with the community whilst inviting constant interaction and criticism.
Social pressure has proven to be an effective method of forging Post-colonialism. The extent of the impact cannot be measured confidently, but it is obvious that Bristol’s museums did not miss the opportunity that befell them in the toppling of the Colston statue whilst the lack of social pressure in Leamington may have contributed to the lack of Decolonisation implementations within the town.
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