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I feel the ‘willow pattern’ exhibit subversively explores many issues, particularly those relating to ‘race’, identity and culture, which are pertinent to Richard Layzell’s exhibition. I am particularly concerned with the subversive potential of this exhibit in a contemporary gallery space in post-imperial England to counter negative raced ideologies and preconceptions about Chinese peoples, which have historically been produced within this geo-political context.

In this exhibit the artist takes an object commonly seen in contemporary English culture – a willow pattern porcelain plate, which has historically been perceived as having Chinese origins, and reveals that it is actually English. This exhibit calls the viewer’s attention to the willow pattern legend, which was written in the mid-19th century British imperial era, and the racialised ideologies about Chinese people that it encodes. For instance, the racialised ideologies encoded within willow pattern legend imposes negative racialised significations on Chinese peoples, such as ‘greed’, ‘bribery’, ‘corruption’ and ‘ruthlessness’. Such racialised ideologies served raced political and ideological purposes during the imperial era by socially producing the Chinese as a ‘negative’ and ‘inferior’ to an imagined Anglo-Saxon ‘race’, which justified their raced hegemony at this time. By calling the viewer’s attention to the raced ideologies encoded in the willow pattern legend, which were socially produced during the imperial era, Layzell excavates, exposes and problematises them in the contemporary gallery space of post-imperial England.

As part of this exhibit, Richard Layzell re-writes the legend of the willow pattern legend in ways that critique its implicit raced prejudices. He has also smashed up the Willow Pattern porcelain plate; its fragmented pieces are strewn on the floor – a subversive act that quite literally deconstructs this racialised social construction. I think the subversive potential of this exhibit also lies in the relationship between the artist – a ‘White’, Anglo-Saxon male, the artwork, and the imperial history from which it has emerged. The artist has taken this object commonly seen in English culture, which was originally produced, presumably by ‘White’ British males, in the 19th century imperial era, and he, as a ‘White’ Anglo-Saxon male in contemporary post-imperial England, is deconstructing and critiquing the raced ideologies it encodes and exposing how they have been socially constructed. 
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