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Image 1: Poster of the British Empire Exhibition, Wembley.
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DEFINITIONS

Imperialism

the ideology in which a country
extends its power and influence through
diplomacy or military force to dominate
and control other territories and
peoples.

Colonialism

the practice or policy of acquiring
full or partial political control over
another country, occupying it with
settlers, and exploiting it economically.
It involves the establishment and
maintenance of colonies in one territory
by people from another territory.

Dominions

a self-governing country under the
British Empire - examples of Dominions
include Canada, Australia, New Zealand,
Newfoundland, and South Africa. These
nations had achieved a significant
degree of autonomy but continued to owe
allegiance to the British monarchy.

Colonies

a territory under the direct control
and governance of the British Empire.
Colonies were established through
conquest, settlement, or annexation, and
were administered by British officials
appointed by the Crown.

Protectorates

a territory that maintained its own
local government but was under the
protection and partial control of the
British Empire.

White Supremacy

a belief system that promotes the

idea that White people are entitled to
social, political, economic, and cultural
dominance over others.

Imperial Nostalgia

a longing or longing for the past,
specifically for the time when a nation
was part of an Empire. This type of
nostalgia often involves a romanticised
or idealised view of the imperial past
and may involve a desire to restore

or reclaim the political, economic, or
cultural status and power that the
nation once had as part of the Empire.

Exhibition(s)

refers to an event designed to showcase
the products and exploits of the colonies
and territories under an empire. These
exhibitions were often organised to
display the wealth, resources, and
technological advancements of the empire,
as well as to promote the benefits and
successes of imperial rule.

Ethnography

refers to the systematic study recording
of the customs, cultures, and social life
of colonised peoples by anthropologists,
explorers, missionaries, and colonial
administrators.

Modernity

an ensemble of socio-cultural norms,
attitudes and practices that arose in the
wake of the Renaissance - in the Age of
Reason of 17th-century thought and the
18th-century Enlightenment.

Great Chain of Being

a concept that allegedly describes the
hierarchical structure of the universe,
which had a pervasive influence on
Western thought. This idea, particularly
propagated by ancient Greek
Neoplatonists and further developed
during the European Renaissance and
the 17th and early 18th-centuries,
envisions all matter and life arranged
in a supposedly divinely ordained
order. In this hierarchy, every entity
has a specific place, with White people
positioned at the top and non-White
people at lower levels, and men placed
above women.

Bugenics

a scientifically erroneous and immoral
theory, often associated with "racial
improvement” and "planned breeding,"
has been linked to historical and
present-day forms of discrimination,
racism, ableism, and colonialism. Gaining
popularity in the early 20th-century,
eugenicists worldwide believed they
could perfect human beings and eliminate
so-called social ills through genetics
and heredity.

Social Darwinism

the theory that individuals, groups,
and peoples are subject to the same
Darwinian laws of natural selection

as plants and animals. Now largely
discredited, this concept was advocated
by Herbert Spencer and others in the
late 19th and early 20th-centuries.

It was used to justify political
conservatism, imperialism, and racism, as
well as to discourage social intervention
and reform.

Racialisation

refers to the process by which societies
construct and assign racial identities to
individuals or groups based on perceived
physical and cultural characteristics.

Multiculturalism

an ideology and policy approach that
recognises, values, and promotes the
cultural diversity of a society. It
emphasises the coexistence of different
cultural, ethnic, and religious groups
within a nation, encouraging respect for
the distinct identities and contributions
of each group.

Urban Renewal

a comprehensive process of redeveloping
areas within a city that are
experiencing decline, blight, or underuse.

Masterplan

a comprehensive, long-term blueprint for
the development and growth of a city or
a specific area within a city. It serves
as a strategic framework that guides
decisions on land use, infrastructure,
transportation, housing, public realm,
and community services.

Toponym

a name given to a specific geographical
location or feature, such as a city, town,
lake, or any other place or landmark.

Commemoration(s)

the act of remembering and honouring
the memory of a person, event, or
achievement, often through ceremonies,
memorials, monuments, place naming, or
other forms of tribute. It serves to
preserve the legacy and significance of
what is being commemorated, ensuring
that it is remembered, celebrated, and
respected by future generations.



AUTHOR’S NOTE

We believe in the inherent goodness of the reader and
acknowledge that engaging with this work effectively requires
a great deal of humility from the reader. We appreciate that
this may prove uncomfortable for some.

We understand that Whiteness is a concept rather than an
actual race. Although the term is commonly associated with
skin colour, it more accurately refers to a structural
position - a racialised social identity that is positioned as
superior relative to other “races” within a system of racial
hierarchy.! We believe that readers who self-identify as White
can transcend this imagined concept, as there is no factual or
biological basis for it. This work challenges many readers to
re-evaluate their relationship with Empire and to reconsider
the impact of Empire on their self-identity.

As an immigrant and a refugee of Iraqi origin, we have found
community and a sense of home in Wembley, northwest London.

We have allowed Wembley to shape us into who we are today,
and we love Wembley more than any other city in the world,
and we insist on the right to criticise her perpetually for
this very reason.

We are in pursuit of a post-imperial city

Image 2: Leaflet cover for a colour map of the British Empire Exhibition site.



PROLOGUE

The purpose of this work is to investigate, interrogate and address the imperial
nostalgia embedded in the urban development of Wembley Park (circa. 2002)

Wembley, nestled in the heart of the
Borough of Brent in northwest London,
serves as an example for a community
that embodies the rich diversity of

the city. Renowned as one of the most
diverse boroughs in London, the Borough
of Brent is a vibrant home to numerous
communities.

The demographic landscape tells

a compelling story - as of 2021,
approximately 64% of the population
belongs to Black, Asian, and minority
ethnic groups, ranking it as the third
most ethnically diverse borough in
London. Additionally, in 2011, a striking
55% of Brent’s residents were born
outside of the United Kingdom, marking
the highest percentage in England

and Wales. The linguistic diversity is
equally impressive, with approximately
150 languages spoken, including Arabic,
Gujarati, Portuguese, Somali, and
Romanian??

Beyond the statistics, Brent is a living
tapestry of cultures and histories. The
borough is proudly home to a significant
African-Caribbean community, with many
members of the Windrush generation
settling in the area. This infusion of
diverse backgrounds not only cultivates
a thriving community but also serves as
a fertile ground for creativity.

In essence, Brent stands as a microcosm of
multiculturalism, where Wembley emerges
as a symbol of this rich tapestry,

weaving together a myriad of experiences
and traditions into the vibrant fabric
of the community.

This book provides a critical
examination of the 1924 British Empire
Exhibition’s impact on the urban
planning, design, and naming conventions
within Wembley Park. It specifically
scrutinises the commemorative choices
for streets, open spaces, and buildings,
considering the diverse cultural
tapestry of the London Borough of
Brent. This diversity stands in stark
contrast to the painful legacy of
British imperialism - a legacy marked by
exploitation and suffering.

A central objective of this book also is
to confront and diminish the imperial
nostalgia prevalent among urban
professionals and stakeholders who have
been instrumental in shaping Wembley. By
promoting a more critical understanding
of the historical event.

The intention behind this critical
analysis is to support in the creation of
a post-colonial London that moves beyond
imperial nostalgia - by challenging

the naming of streets, open spaces, and
buildings in commemoration of the 1924
British Empire Exhibition. And instead
advocates for recognising the power of
acknowledging our past, drawing lessons
from it, and cultivating an environment
that is just, inclusive, and untainted by
the shadows of colonialism.

Image 3: British Empire Exhibition 1924 Wembley Park April - October. North, Kennedy, 1887 - 1942.

Image 4: London’s Underground to Wembley. Thomas Derrick & Bawden. 1924.
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URBAN RENEWAL AT
WEMBLEY PARK

Wembley Park has etched its place in
history as a venue for international
events, including the 1948 and 2012
Olympic Games, the iconic 1966 World
Cup, and unforgettable music milestones,
such as the Beatles’ final UK concert.
Over the years, this area has undergone
significant urban renewal, transforming
it into an economic hub in the heart of
northwest London.

In 2002, developers Quintain Estates
acquired approximately 85 acres around
the Wembley Stadium and embarked

on the creation of a masterplan to
transform Wembley Park, which commenced
construction in 2005.

By the 2020s, the development had
changed Wembley Park into a 365-day
15-minute city which included new
public realm, places to live, venues for
work and leisure, creating a dynamic
urban environment. The urban renewal
of Wembley Park was further bolstered
by the contributions of other private
developers who added to the area’s
transformation by introducing new
housing and public realm around the
area’s periphery.

While some celebrated the urban
renewal for bringing change to the
area, others viewed it through a more
critical lens, as it also perpetuates

the glorification of Britain’s imperial
past. This perspective is particularly
relevant given the area’s connection to
the 1924-25 British Empire Exhibition,
which showcased the wealth and exploits

of the British colonies and dominions.
The Exhibition, which featured the
inaugural ceremony of the original
Wembley Stadium by King George V, has
been heavily scrutinised for its role in
promoting imperialist ideologies.

The lingering imperial nostalgia within
Wembley Park is palpably reflected in
the naming of its streets, open spaces,
and buildings. For those who scrutinise
Britain’s colonial history, these
designations act as a vivid echo of a
time characterised by oppression and
control. The British Empire Exhibition,
despite representing a significant moment
in Britain’s technological and cultural
development, simultaneously stands as

a reminder of an imperial legacy that
taints Wembley’s history.

Within such a framework, the
redevelopment of Wembley Park
transcends mere urban transformation

- it also represents a contentious form
of remembrance. The honouring of the
Exhibition through these urban elements
invites ethical scrutiny. It suggests a
problematic fusion of urban development
with historical narratives laden

with the complexities of imperialism,
questioning whether such developments
serve to reinforce outdated power
structures.

As the city continues to evolve, this
book challenges us to consider how
our history may be commemorated
appropriately, and without romance.

Image 5. Aerial view of the British Empire Exhibition site, June 1924. Historic England Archive. EPWO10737.

Image 6: Aerial View of Wembley Park, following demolition and reconstruction
of the Empire Stadium and Pavilions. circa 2013

Image 7: Computer generated image of the Wembley Park masterplan. Courtesy of Flanagan Lawrence.
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THE BRITISH EMPIRE
AT A GLANCE

The British Empire, known as the largest
in history, spanned a quarter of the
world’s land and governed over one-fifth
of the global population. Historically,
narratives have always been kind to the
British Empire, alluding to the notion
that the empire brought civilisation,
law, justice, peace, prosperity, railways,
and cricket to the most remote regions of
the world.*

In the United Kingdom, a narrative
persists that portrays the Empire as a
grand, benevolent force - a civilising
mission embarked upon with reluctance,
aimed at elevating societies deemed
‘backward' and bestowing upon them the
advancements of modernity.®

However, many historical accounts have
glossed over the darker aspects of the
British Empire’s legacy. Rarely do they
delve into the brutal realities of mass
murder, concentration camps, systematic
starvation, cultural vandalism, theft,
carnage, rape, exploitation, torture, and
enslavement that the Empire brought to
its colonies.™

The effects of British Imperialism were
profoundly detrimental to indigenous
populations from the 1600s until the
late 20th century. The colonisation of
nearly all of Africa and extensive
parts of Asia radically altered these
regions cultural, economic, and political
landscapes. The repercussions of Imperial
rule were severe and enduring, inflicting
both immediate harm and long-lasting
psychological trauma.

The imperialist ethos was, at its heart,
marred by deeply entrenched racist
ideologies. This was epitomised by Cecil
Rhodes, the former Prime Minister of
the Cape Colony, who declared in 1877
“more territory simply means more of
the Anglo-Saxon race, more of the best
[..] race that the world possesses'* This
sentiment was echoed in novelist Rudyard
Kipling’s notion of the "White man’s
burden” - the duty to bring empire and
its supposed benefits to the rest of the
world (see image 107):

Even those who placed less emphasis on
‘race’ supported imperialism as a means
to ‘civilise’ the masses - carrying the
torch of Enlightenment, Judeo-Christian
ethics, and modernity, thereby framing
Empire as an educational endeavour.
Underpinning this mission was the belief
that White, Western nations were the
pinnacle of civilisation, tasked with
enlightening and modernising "backward”
and "barbaric” non-White communities.
The most harrowing manifestation of
this ideology was the Transatlantic
slave trade, where the British Empire
was instrumental to the shipping, mass
subjugation, and dehumanisation of
African populationst!®'®

Through enslavement and military
conquest - racial hierarchies were
imposed, taught, and reinforced
throughout the British Empire. The
construction of racial hierarchies was
not a social or cultural by-product
of the imperial mission, but rather a
deliberate imposition across the globe,

Image 8: A map of the world, showing the British Empire coloured in
red at the end of the nineteenth century. Date: late 19th century

Image 9: ’'Highways of Empire’, poster issued by the Empire Marketing Board

showing the British Empire and its trade routes. 1927.
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Image 10: Muslim refugees crowd onto a train bound for
Pakistan, as it leaves New Delhi, India. September 1947.

Image 12: Looting of the Yuan Ming Yuan (01d Summer
Palace) by Anglo-French forces in 1860.

Image 14: Famine in Mysore, India: six emaciated men
wearing loin cloths, photo by Willoughby Wallace
Hooper, 1876 - 1878.

Image 16: A British armored railroad wagon behind
a railcar on which two Arab hostages
are seated, 1936 - 1939 Arab Revolt

Image 11: British soldiers assist police searching for Mau
Mau members during the Uprising, Kenya, 1954.

Image 13: A late variant of the well-known and widely
copied set of stowage plans of the Liverpool slave ship
’Brooks’, first published in 1789

Image 15: British colonial officers posing with looted
items during The Benin Punitive Expedition of 1897.

Image 17: Photo of Lizzie van Zyl who died in the
Bloemfontein concentration camp during the Second Boer
War 1899 - 1902.

instilled through the machinery of slavery, violence, and colonisation. Soldiers,

missionaries, and colonial officers became the bearers of the so-called civilising
tools: military installations, religious institutions, and educational systems, all
geared towards re-shaping indigenous societies?!®*

British colonial rule has - at its foundation - been sustained by a systematic
application of force. The history of the British Empire is punctuated with a litany
of such violent episodes, which include, but is not limited tod

e The Royal African Company (1660 - 1752), which played a significant role
in the transatlantic slave trade. See image 13.

e The Bast India Company (1600 - 1874), instrumental in establishing
British rule in India through a mix of trade and military force.

e The Xhosa Wars (1779 - 1879), a series of nine conflicts fought between
the British Empire and the Xhosa people.

e The First Boer War (1880 - 1881), where British forces clashed with the
South African Republic.

e The Second Boer War (1899 - 1902), where British forces fought for
control of South African territories rich in minerals.

e The Amritsar Massacre (13 April 1919), where a peaceful protest turned
into a tragedy with numerous Indian civilians killed by British troops.

e The Partitioning of India (1947), which led to widespread violence and
displacement during the division of British India. See image 10.

e The Mau Mau Uprising (1951 - 1960) in Kenya, marked by guerrilla
warfare and severe British counter-insurgency tactics. See image 11.

e TFamines in India (14 recorded from 1769 - 1944), many exacerbated by
colonial economic policies. See image 14.

e The Black War (Mid-1820s - 1832), a conflict resulting in the near-
destruction of Tasmania’s indigenous population.

e The Irish Potato Famine (1845 - 1849), a disaster exacerbated by policies
orchestrated by the British government, resulting in mass starvation
and emigration.

e The Opium Wars (1839 - 1842 and 1856 - 1860), which saw the British
Empire fighting to impose opium trade on China.

e The Looting of Beijing (1860) during the Second Opium War, where British
and French troops pillaged and burned the Old Summer Palace, an act
of cultural vandalism. See image 12.

e Various uprisings and conflicts, such as the First Maroon War, New
Zealand Wars, Demerara Rebellion, Christmas Rebellion, Indian Rebellion,
Anglo-Zulu War, Benin Looting (see image 15), and Adubi War, each
illustrating the pattern of imperial aggression.

15
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The breadth of literature archiving
these events is vast and documents the
scale of violence inherent in British
imperialism. Ernest Jones, a Chartist
leader in 1851, poignantly captured the
essence of this legacy when he remarked,
“on its colonies the sun never sets, but
the blood never dries.

While nostalgists of the British
Empire might argue that imperial
intervention contributed positively

to the development of colonised lands,
such defences are overshadowed by the
undeniable reality that any alleged
'‘good’ was overshadowed by the forceful
imposition of an alien value-system.
These were not mere cultural exchanges
but assertions of dominance and assumed
superiority, often unwelcome and always
uninvited.

Colonisation frequently resulted

in the systematic dismantling of
indigenous structures and the forceful
implementation of foreign cultural,
economic, and political systems. The
British Empire, in particular, pursued a
policy of ‘civilising’ the colonised lands,
which in practice often meant replacing
local customs and governance with
British institutions and ideologies.

The ‘good’ that is often celebrated by
nostalgists of the empire is deeply
interwoven with and overshadowed by the
violence and coercion that underpinned
colonial rule. The British Empire’s
interventions were characterised by the
belief in its own cultural superiority
and the right to reshape societies in its
own image, irrespective of the desires or
needs of the colonised peoples.

Image 18: The Empire’s Strength Poster series, creator

Herrick, Frederick Charles; William Brown and Co Ltd,

London EC3 (printer); Her Majesty’s Stationery Office
(publisher/sponsor). Production date: 1939.

17



18

EXHIBITING EMPIRE
AT WEMBLEY

Imre Kiralfy (1845 - 1919), was an
impresario known for crafting spectacles
that captured the world’s attention
(see image 21) - he also orchestrated
exhibitions that were poignant displays
of an era marked by imperial ambition.
Some of his most notable spectacle
productions, include the 1895 Empire of
India Exhibition in Earls Court (see
image 19) and the 1908 Franco-British
Exhibition in White City (see image 20)
- which were windows into an Empire’s
achievements and ambitions.®%

In 1913, Kiralfy lent his expertise to
Lord Strathcona (see image 22), planting
the seeds for what would become the

1924 British Empire Exhibition at
Wembley. The concept of delivering a
full British Empire Exhibition had been
in discussion as early as 1913, following
a proposal from Lord Strathcona, however
it was delayed by the First World War.
It wasn’t until 1919 that the British
government revived the project, endorsing
Strathcona’s proposal, allocating the
necessary funds, and setting a date for
the imperialist Exhibition at Wembley.!s*’

In the aftermath of the First World
War, Britain found itself in economic
decline - and thus the nation projected
its gaze outwards onto its colonies.
With a legacy steeped in colonialism,
the British government, by the twilight
of the 19th century, found itself in

a position where it had to justify its
imperial pursuits not just to a global
audience but increasingly to its own
citizens. Doubts were creeping into the

Image 19: Poster for the Empire of India
Exhibition, Earl’s Court, London, 1895.

Image 20: Poster for the Franco-British
Exhibition, White City, London, 1908.

British conscience; many questioned the
value of overseas territories, debating
whether the substantial labour and
financial investments in them might be
better directed at domestic needs.

In an effort to sway public opinion
and reinforce the perceived necessity
and benefits of the Empire, the British
state initiated widespread propaganda
campaigns. These efforts were manifest in
many forms, most notably through grand
colonial exhibitions. These spectacles
were designed not only to entertain but
to educate and to persuade, painting
the colonies in an alluring light and
asserting their contribution to the
‘greatness’ of Britain.®

The devastation wrought by World

War I necessitated a reframing of the
exhibition’s purpose. No longer just

a triumphant display of progress,

the exhibition was reimagined as a
reassurance to a beleaguered nation. It
sought to reaffirm the strength and
resilience of the Empire, emphasising the
critical role of inter-imperial trade in
securing Britain’s future prosperity.
Organisers hoped that by extolling the
Empire’s vast accomplishments and its
continued industrial and agricultural
expansion, they could rekindle the
public’s belief in the imperial project.’®

In its essence, the 1924 British Empire
Exhibition was an assembly designed to
bind together the many facets of the
British Empire - the dominions, colonies,
and protectorates - to exhibit a facade
of unity. It aimed to display cooperation
and promote imperial commerce at a time
when the very foundations of empire
were being questioned.”

Image 21: Imre Kiralfy, exhibition designer, dancer,
impresario, spectacle producer.

Image 22: Donald Alexander Smith, 1st Baron Strathcona
and Mount Royal, fur trader, railroad financier, diplomat.
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Images 23 to 31: Series of promotional posters for the 1924 to 1925 British Empire Exhibition.

The objectives of the exhibition, as
described in the official guide, were
steeped in the rhetoric of economic
opportunity and mutual familiarity:"*°

“To find, in the development and
utilisation of the raw materials of the
Empire, new sources of Imperial wealth.
To foster inter-Imperial trade and open
fresh world markets for Dominion and
home products. To make the different
races of the British Empire better known
to each other, and to demonstrate to the
people of Britain the almost illimitable
possibilities of the Dominions, Colonies,
and Dependencies overseas."

Amidst the sprawling 216 acres of
Wembley Park, the British Empire
Exhibition stood with over 100
buildings, as a glaring representation
of an empire that once claimed nearly
a quarter of the earth. Structures like
the Palace of Industry and Palace of
Engineering, forged from concrete, were

meant to signify the enduring legacy

of the empire. They housed displays

of British industrial and artistic
advancements, symbolising a narrative of
progress and permanence. The pavilions
showcased the Empire’s exploits -

its food, clothing, and goods - and
unwittingly chronicled the narratives
of those subjugated and marginalised by
imperial rule?®

The 1924 British Empire Exhibition,
while widely celebrated, offered a
narrative steeped in the ideologies of
the time - ideologies that often went
unchallenged. It was an orchestrated
display of propaganda, one that sought
to perpetuate the notion of White
superiority.

Beneath its veneer of unity and progress,

the exhibition was a poignant testament
to the era’s belief in the “White man’s
burden", an ethos that justified the

subjugation and cultural domination of

peoples deemed 'savages' by the standards
of the British Empire.!8*2526-%0

The exhibition itself was a grandiose
celebration of the British settler’s
ability to replicate European society
in the farthest corners of the world. It
was a pageant that not only displayed
the material successes of colonisation
but also fostered a sense of cohesion
among settlers, reinforcing a narrative
of national unity predicated on

the supposed triumphs of imperial
expansion,%3

In its formative stages, the exhibition’s
promotional material was undeniably
Anglocentric, reflecting a prevailing
sentiment of racial superiority. The
literature subtly, yet unmistakably,
suggested that the prosperity

and advancements of Anglo-settler
communities were the standard bearers
of civilisation, a sentiment that quietly
underpinned the exhibition’s early
promotional efforts.!®

The introduction of the 1924 British
Empire Exhibition Handbook of General
Information encapsulates the ethos of the
era with a clear declaration of intent:3*

“Wembley will emphasise our racial
achievements up to date, and will convey
to the visitor not only a wider and more
definite idea of what our people have
accomplished in the past, but a clearer
knowledge of what it will be possible
for us to achieve in the future.

This statement reflects the prevailing
attitudes of the period, which
unabashedly celebrated the perceived
progress and dominance of the White race
- an outlook that, through today’s lens,
is viewed critically for its imperialistic
and racial implications.

Throughout the promotional materials for
the exhibition, there was a discernible
thread of racial and paternalistic
undertones. These narratives subtly
contradicted the exhibition’s professed
message of unity, revealing an
underlying belief in the ‘civilising’
mission of the British administration.
This mission was framed as a benevolent
effort to uplift and modernise what was
implied to be an inherently ‘primitive’
environment. Such language not only
reflects the ideologies of the time

but also belies the complex and often
exploitative realities of the colonial
experience®®

Images 32 to 38: Series of photos inside Pavilions at the 1924 British Empire Exhibition. In clockwise order;
Jamaica, Tobago, Grenada, Antigua, Malta, Bengal Pavilion.
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PORTRAYAL,

PERCEPTION

& PROPAGANDA

The Imperial Section was a central
feature of the exhibition, encapsulating
the geographical span of the British
Empire. This section included pavilions
and exhibitions dedicated to various
territories such as Canada, Australia,
New Zealand, Malaya, India, Burma,
Newfoundland, South Africa, regions of
West and East Africa, Palestine, Cyprus,
Fiji, the West Indies, Hong Kong, Ceylon,
and Sarawak.

In the West Africa exhibits, one could
find the Nigeria, Gold Coast, and
Sierra Leone colonial displays - while
the East Africa section showcased

the Kenya, Nyasaland, the Seychelles,
Somaliland, Sudan, Tanganyika, Uganda,
and Zanzibar exhibits. The pavilions
of the West Indies displayed exhibits
for the Bahamas, Barbados, Trinidad,
Jamaica, British Guiana, Honduras, and
the Falklands. Each pavilion reflected
on the place of the dominions, colonies,
and dependencies within the broader
narrative of the British Empire®

The Exhibition’s most revealing aspect
was not the presence of the numerous
countries under British control, but the
manner in which they were portrayed.

A stark contrast was evident between
the self-representation of dominions
like Australia and New Zealand, and
the portrayal of the dependent colonies.
Representatives from dominions such as
Canada directed their own narrative,
and presented themselves at Wembley as
fundamentally independent countries in
charge of their own economies.

In contrast, the British-appointed
Exhibition Commissioners dictated the
representation of dependent colonies,
such as those in the African continent.
Consequently, countries like Nigeria
and Sierra Leone were depicted not
through the lens of their own people
but through the British perspective.
The aim of the exhibition’s organisers
was less about accurate representation
of the nation, and more about crafting
a narrative that suited the image they
desired to project, often overlooking the
perspectives, dignity and sentiments of
the indigenous populations involved.?3

Architectural choices reinforced the
distinction between the pavilions of the
dominions, largely settled by Anglo-
Saxons, and of the dominions primarily
inhabited by indigenous populations.
The Empire Exhibition continued a
practice that had become customary

by the late nineteenth century, where
the architectural design of colonial
pavilions was intended to evoke the
narrative of the ‘'noble savage' living in
societies untouched by Western influence.
This approach not only reflected but
also simplified indigenous cultures,
architectural styles, and technologies,
often reducing them to mere caricatures
within a Western-conceived narrative.

The Exhibition’s West African section,
known as the Walled City, served as

a vivid illustration of the event’s
tendency to caricature its colonial
territories. It featured a walled village
modelled after the northern Nigerian

Image 39: Photograph of the New Zealand Pavilion at Wembley.

Image 40: Photograph of the South Africa Pavilion at Wembley.

Image 41: Photograph of the Canada Pavilion at Wembley.
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city of Kano, featuring structures akin
to dried brick huts. Further reinforcing
these caricatured portrayals, the East
Africa pavilion incorporated Arab
architectural influences, while the
representation of Burma showcased a
village built to embody a traditional
and simplistic aesthetic.

These depictions, while crafted to
capture the imagination of visitors,
perpetuated reductive stereotypes

of ‘primitive’ 1life, underscoring

the exhibition’s role in shaping a
particular imperial narrative. They
were deliberately designed to exude a
primitive aesthetic, evoking images of
supposed traditional societies from the
pre-colonial era.?®3738

Conversely, the British erected the
imposing Palace of Engineering and
Palace of Industry, notable not only
as the exhibition’s most grandiose
structures but also as some of the
world’s largest concrete constructions
of the time. These buildings, along with
those representing the dominions, were
designed in the austere neo-classical
style, emblematic of the might and
permanence of the British Empire.

The architecture of the British and
dominion buildings at the exhibition was
designed to impress, reflecting grandeur
and architectural sophistication (see
images 39 to 41). Whereas, the colonial
pavilions were styled with an exotic
flair, intended to portray 'primitive’
aesthetics that conjured up images of
traditional societies prior to colonial
influence (see images 39 to 41) - a visual
narrative that subtly reinforced the
concept of the "White man’s burden”

and the perceived righteousness of the

civilising mission.

Ethnography, prominently featured at
the 1924 British Empire Exhibition,

and was originally conceived as a
colonial discipline to study ‘othered'
peoples through the lens of European
settler colonialists. It was a field

born from the imperative to catalogue
and understand the diversity of human
societies deemed ‘primitive' or ‘ancient'
by colonial standards’4° The discipline’s
methodologies and frameworks were
developed in an era when colonial
powers were keenly interested in the
languages, histories, and cultures of the
peoples they colonised, often through an
exploitative and hierarchical lens.*

The exhibition’s ethnographic displays
outwardly juxtaposed the ‘civilised'
European observer and the ‘exotic'
subjects under scrutiny. Ethnography
at the Exhibition assumed a normative
standpoint - White, European, male - as
the universal standard, rendering all
else as deviations to be examined and
categorised. Far from being impartial,
this viewpoint was imbued with the
colonialist ideologies of the era,
including the Great Chain of Being,
eugenics and Social Darwinism.**

The South African pavilion at the 1924
British Empire Exhibition stood as an
example of the event’s ethnographic
ambitions. The pavilion had a ‘Native
Exhibit' section which presented a
collection of artifacts - curated as

a series of display cases filled with
tribal items and complemented by large-
scale photographs. These pieces, on loan
from esteemed South African museums,
were supposedly meant to offer insights
into the native cultures®

Image 42: Photograph of the Nigeria and Gold Coast Pavilions at Wembley.

Image 43: Photograph of the India Pavilion at Wembley.

Image 44: Photograph of the Hong Kong Pavilion at Wembley.
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Image 45: Photograph taken at the Gold Coast Pavilion.

Image 47: Malayan lady with an embroidery frame at the
Malay pavilion.

Image 49: Photograph of a family of five people who were
identified as indigenous people from British Guiana.

Image 51: Photograph of Tibettan dancers in the India
Pavilion.

Image 46: Photograph of jugglers at the India Pavilion.

Image 48: Photograph taken of individuals at the Gold
Coast Pavilion.

Image 50: Photograph of Malay individuals on a bamboo
raft at the Malay Pavilion.

Image 52: Photograph taken inside the Nigeria Pavilion.

The exhibition was assembled under the
supervision of Major C.L.R. Harries, a
figure of colonial administration, and
marketed as an educational resource
for enthusiasts of ‘African Ethnology'*
Yet, the exhibit’s approach casts a
long shadow, as it displayed the native
peoples and their diverse heritages not
as living cultures but as historical
footnotes, baldly juxtaposed with the
narrative of South Africa’s British
colonial ‘progress. This reductive
portrayal, treating the cultures as
though they were mere relics to be
observed, mirrored the era’s troubling
racial hierarchies and the pervasive
belief in the ‘civilising mission' of
colonialism.

Another example of an ethnographic
display at the 1924 Empire Exhibition
was "The Walled-City," a purpose-

built representation of West African
society, through a heavily curated and
paternalistic colonial lens. This exhibit,
encompassing pavilions for Nigeria, the
Gold Coast, and Sierra Leone, aimed to
portray a narrative of transformation
under British influence, suggesting that
the reputed '‘violence' and ‘idleness' of
the past were replaced by cooperation
and order.

The ethnographic display within The
Walled-City - complete with colonised
individuals donning traditional attire
and engaging in artisanal crafts within
a constructed mative village' setting -
was a performative enactment of daily
life, one that was paid and staged.*s*

Despite its claim to authenticity, the
exhibit reduced complex cultures to
simplistic and racialised stereotypes. The
official guide boasted of replicating

“the exact conditions under which the
West African people live", a statement
that contrasted with the exhibit’s
artificial and extractive underpinnings?

Visitors were presented with a curated,
sanitised, and exotic vision of West
African life - a far cry from previous
derogatory depictions of supposed disease
and depravity. The exhibition aimed

to soften the image of the continent,
illustrating the 'natives' as amiable,
industrious, and cooperative to British
rule.

This narrative was further reinforced
by publications like Donald Maxwell’s
“Wembley in Colour," which wrote that he
had “expected to be at least beheaded
by a fearsome-looking ebony potentate"
but “"was relieved to find that no less
charming a ruler than Lady Guggisberg,
the wife of the famous Governor, Sir
Gordon Guggisberg was to pronounce
sentence".*®

The labour displayed by the Africans
on display was positioned as an outcome
of British guidance and reform - an
indicator of ‘colonial progress' from

the days of ceremonial rituals and

war dances of previous ethnographic
exhibitions. Through this narrative, the
Exhibition propagated the concept of the
“White man’s burden” and posited that
it was the British who had civilised and
disciplined West African societies into
models of European work ethic®

This perspective perpetuated a colonial
mission narrative that justified the
domination and transformation of what
were perceived as uncivilised parts of
the world.
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The Imperial Section of the 1924
Empire Exhibition also showcased the
geopolitical ambitions of the British
Empire, particularly regarding the
Zionist movement. With Britain’s

entry into Jerusalem in 1917 and the
establishment of the British Mandate
of Palestine in 1922, the stage was
set for significant political shifts in
the region. The Balfour Declaration of
1917, issued by the British government,
had already laid the foundation for
the creation of a “national home for
the Jewish people" in Palestine, a
declaration that carried profound
implications for the Palestinian
populaceso®

Against this backdrop, the 1924
Exhibition became a venue where the
British mandate and its policies were
presented to the nation. It underscored
the interplay of colonial interests,
Zionist aspirations, and the resultant
impact on the indigenous Palestinian
populace.®

The Palestine Pavilion at the 1924
Empire Exhibition offered a portrayal
that predominantly reflected the
narrative of the Zionist movement
rather than the daily realities of the
Palestinian Arabs in the 1920s (see image
53). The pavilion’s design, the nature

of its exhibits, and the overarching
message provided only a limited window
into the actual lives and experiences

of the Palestinian Arab population.
Furthermore, the inclusion of exhibits
from the Zionist Executive within the
pavilion underscored a broader political
motive. It highlighted the fact that the
development of the Palestinian territory
under the British Mandate was informed
by Zionist aspirations and interests,

which were aligned with the ambitions of
the British Empire.®

The Palestine Pavilion at the 1924
Empire Exhibition embodied the logic
of the British-Zionist partnership. It
portrayed the European presence in
Palestine as an endeavour of modern
development and a supposed historical
return to an ancestral homeland - a
narrative that resonated with the goals
of the Zionist movement. Within this
context, the exhibition’s depiction of
Palestine was confined to a series of
economic projections, developmental plans,
and archaeological findings, presenting
a limited view of the land and its
indigenous people.®

The exhibit offered visitors a curated
array of visual displays, including
photographs, dioramas, and artistic
renderings of significant locations
within Palestine, all framed within the
narrative of Eretz Yisrael (Hebrew for
the ‘Land of Israel). This portrayal co-
opted Palestinian history and geography
into the Zionist vision (see image 55).

Additionally, a selection of lectures
provided insight into the historical
architecture of Jerusalem, while also
detailing how British and Jewish
agricultural reforms were systematically
colonising and appropriating
Palestinian territory. The pavilion
served to reinforce the imperial and
colonial undertones of the Exhibition,
subtly advocating the legitimacy of
land appropriation under the guise
of progress and alleged historical
reclamation®%

Many Zionists viewed the pavilion as a
representation of the growing synergy

Image 53: Postcard of the Palestine Pavilion at the British Empire Exhibition.

Image 54: Photographic postcard depicting religious Jewish models
displayed in the Palestinian exhibit - “The Tabernacle Interior"

Image 55: Information booklet for the Palestinian Pavilion, which contains dozens of
advertisements from colonial manufacturers and a list of colonial exhibitors.
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between Jewish interests and British
colonial policies.

An April 25, 1924 article from the
Jewish Chronicle exemplifies this
sentiment, expressing optimism about
the strengthening relationship between
Jewish and British interests and

the implications it could have for

the future of a Jewish state. This
convergence of goals at the Exhibition
was seen as a promising indicator of
the potential for the establishment of
a homeland in accordance with Zionist
objectives:

“The inclusion within the Exhibition

of the Palestine pavilion is [..] a

token that, albeit embryonically, the
Jewish nation has become part of the
British Empire [..]. It were [sic] well for
Great Britain to understand, and for
the British Empire to appreciate, the
immense moral gain they have acquired
[..] in thus enfolding the Jewish Nation
within their bosom. With a proper
understanding of the true position on
both sides, there is room ample and to
spare for the development to the fullest
degree of Jewish Nation aspirations
consistent with the very best interests
of the British Empire [..]. Thus the great
exhibition, which has drawn together
representatives from every corner of the
Empire upon which the sun never sets, by
the inclusion within it of the Palestine
exhibit makes manifest to all that now
subsists between the British Empire and
the Jewish people.

Palestine’s majority Arab population,
with its rich cultural heritage, found
no representation amidst the displays

- a silence reminiscent of their absence
in pivotal historical documents like the

Balfour Declaration and the Mandate
for Palestine, which referred to them
merely as “non-Jewish inhabitants”. This
obfuscation continued at the exhibition,
where the grand British and Zionist
exhibits overshadowed the significant
economic and social roles of the Arab
Muslim and Christian communities.

Scrutiny into the composition and
funding of the pavilion’s planning
committee revealed a deliberate
pattern of excluding Arab voices

from the narrative construction
process. The exhibition’s portrayal of
Palestine, therefore, emerged as a land
touched only by British and Zionist
development.®

The poignant outcome of this selective
curation was the Palestine Pavilion
itself, which emerged not merely as

a display but as an act of cultural
erasure, an exhibition space that echoed
the Zionist slogan of “a land without
a people, for a people without a land.
This phrase effectively negated the
presence and history of the indigenous
population, advancing a narrative
that served the ideological ends of
the Zionist movement at the expense of
the Palestinian people’s cultural and
historical identity.32%¢
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Image 56: Advertisement for the Palestine Pavilion.
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LIVING EXHIBITS
& HUMAN ZOOS

From the 1870s, mative villages' had
become a hallmark of international
exhibitions, often employed as powerful
tools of propaganda aimed at shaping
public perception. These displays, which
featured colonised individuals and their
cultural practices, became increasingly
prominent in British exhibitions,
especially in the 1908 White City
Exhibition orchestrated by Imre Kiralfy
in the period leading up to the First
World War (see image 57). This tradition
reflects a long-standing approach to
the presentation and interpretation

of colonised cultures to Western
audiences.®%

The 1924 British Empire Exhibition
marked a continuation of the practice
of showcasing colonised individuals
from the colonies. Termed “Races in
Residence", this aspect of the exhibition
saw people from various colonies living
within caricatured replicas of their
home environments, built within their
respective national pavilions. Unlike
previous exhibitions, where such displays
were often confined to commercial

and entertainment areas, the 1924
Exhibition sought to integrate these
cultural representations more centrally
within the exposition’s fabric. It was
documented that a total of 273 people
from the British colonies were part of
this live display.?®

The "Races in Residence” exhibit at the
British Empire Exhibition was described
in the official guide as such:®

“"Every section of the empire is
represented at Wembley. Many of the
colonies have representatives of

their local inhabitants at work in
local conditions. The following list
gives the name of the races and the
approximate numbers actually living in
the exhibition: Malays 20, Burmans 30,
Hong Kong Chinese 160, West Africans 60,
and Palestinians 3. In addition there
are Indians, Singhalese, West Indians,
and natives of British Guiana, who live
outside the exhibition, but attend their
respective pavilions daily."

The presence of indigenous
representatives at the exhibition served
a dual purpose: while they demonstrated
their traditional crafts and work, their
primary role was performative. They were
living exhibits meant to demonstrate the
Empire’s purported civilising impact -
suggesting that it had brought progress
and civility to these communities (see
images 58 to 61). This portrayal was not
merely descriptive; it was prescriptive,
casting the subjects in a light that
aligned with colonial narratives and
the era’s Social Darwinist beliefs,
perpetuating stereotypes, and reinforcing
the notion of cultural and racial
hierarchies."?023%8

By categorising the indigenous ‘natives'
on display as “Races", the exhibition
created a distinction between these
groups and the archetypal Englishman.
The literature accompanying the various
colonial exhibits often highlighted
this perceived exotic otherness, thus

Image 57: A poster and photographic postcard of the Senegalese Village at the 1908 Franco-British Exhibition.

Image 58 to 61: A series of colour lithograph posters called “Scenes of Empire", produced by Gerald Spencer Pryse.
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emphasising the supposed novelty

and distinctiveness of the colonies

in contrast to the familiarity of
English culture - for instance, Royal
Anthropological Society issued a leaflet
for the 1924 British Empire Exhibition,
cautioning readers that “many primitive
beliefs and customs appear repulsive

to the civilised man" and that

among the exhibition displays were
‘natives' imported from the colonies to
demonstrate their “cultural, linguistic,
intellectual and technological
inferiority."”

The "Races in Residence" feature at the
1924 British Empire Exhibition, while
framed as an educational showcase,
bore the hallmarks of a human zoo.
Participants from the colonies were
displayed in a manner that explicitly
ranked their cultures as inferior, in
a manner that was both racist and
demeaning. This dehumanising portrayal
was not an isolated practice but part
of a larger pattern of exhibitions
that objectified living people for the
purpose of entertainment and supposed
education.!8#%%

The Malayan Pavilion at the 1924
Empire Exhibition was a stage for

the display of colonised peoples -
prominently featuring 20 individuals
from Malaya, including a skilled weaver
named Halimah Binti Abdullah of Johor.
Halimah brought the craft of her
homeland’s textiles to Wembley, living
within the pavilion and potentially
selling her woven creations and other
goods to an international audience.

The British Empire Exhibition Report
of 1925 records Halimah’s name and her
skills as an "expert weaver,” an art she

practiced and performed before visitors.
At 60 years of age, not long after her
arrival in Britain, she fell ill with
pneumonia - an illness believed to have
been brought on by the harshness of the
British winter. Despite receiving care

at Willesden Green Hospital, Halimah
succumbed to the illness (see image 62)°

Image 62: Extract from the 1925 Wembley Malay Report.

The details of Halimah’s life and
passing are sparse, a blunt reminder

of the many untold stories of colonial
subjects who participated in these
exhibitions. Her final resting place

was in the “Muhammedan" section of
Brookwood Cemetery, marking the end

of her story far from home (see image
63). Her death casts a light on the
experiences and vulnerabilities of those
from the colonies, brought to Britain for
display and subjected to unfamiliar and
potentially perilous conditions.

Image 63: Allotment No. 189,343 in Woking Mosque.

The British Empire Exhibition Report

of 1925 unveils the contrast between

the grand budget of over £4.5 million
allocated for the Exhibition and

the meagre £136 spent on living
quarters for the Malayan contingent.
The accommodations provided were
rudimentary at best: a converted 60-foot
long by 20-foot-wide ex-army officer’s
mess hut, partitioned into five cramped
sections. The only sources of warmth
were paraffin stoves, while illumination
came from petrol incandescent lamps,
with no mention of any modern electrical
services. In addition to these living
conditions, three old war stock circular
huts were adapted to serve as a kitchen
and as segregated lavatories for men and
women.*®

Image 64: Malaya Exhibit, includes a women of East Asian
descent operate a weaving machine.

Image 66: Site plan of the Malaya Pavilion at the British
Empire Exhibition, Brent Archives Ref: BLD/WEMB/1/1769-
1863/49.

The untimely demise of Halimah Binti
Abdullah casts a sombre light on the
reality faced by colonised individuals
within the Exhibition. Rather than
arranging for suitable lodgings or
hotels outside the grounds, the British
authorities chose to house colonial
subjects on-site. This decision, made
during an era marked by racial
segregation in Britain, is indicative of
the broader societal constraints and
the colour bar that shaped early 20th-

century Britain - reflecting a troubling

disregard for the welfare and dignity
of the colonial subjects brought to the
heart of the empire for display and
entertainment.

Image 65: Malaya Exhibit, includes a women of East Asian

descent operate a weaving machine.

Image 67: Drainage plan of the Malaya Pavilion,
highlighting "Living Hut". Brent Archives Ref: BLD/
WEMB/1/1769-1863/49.
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THE FIGHT FOR DIGNITY

W.EB. Du Bois’ theory of ‘Double
Consciousness' is particularly relevant
to the experiences of the colonised
individuals displayed in the Races

in Residence at the British Empire
Exhibition. Double Consciousness refers
to the internal conflict experienced by
oppressed and/or colonised groups in an
oppressive society. It describes the sense
of looking at oneself through the eyes
of a racist society and measuring oneself
by the means of a nation that looks
back in contempt.5>%

The individuals showcased at the Wembley
exhibitions were in a position of
performing their identities in ways that
were often dictated by the colonial gaze.
They were expected to live up to the
stereotypes, caricatures, and simplified
roles that the imperialist organisers
had crafted for them - often eroticised,
infantilised, or romanticised portrayals
that catered to Western notions of
racial superiority and the ’otherness’ of
colonised peoples.

Even though the colonised individuals in
the Races in Residence at Wembley were
paid, their performances were constrained
within a framework designed by their
colonisers, limiting their ability to
present their authentic selves and
cultures. They were forced to navigate
the duality of their true identity

and the caricatured identity that was
superimposed upon them, thus embodying
Du Bois’ concept of Double Consciousness.
One may conclude that the individuals
showcased at Wembley grappled with a

profound duality: they were wholly aware
of their own rich cultural heritage yet
compelled to act out the simplistic and
demeaning roles expected of them, for the
entertainment and supposed education of
the Western public.

This duality highlights the internal
struggle and the psychological toll
that such performances would have on
colonised individuals, as they had to
reconcile their self-perception with the
reductive and racialised perceptions
that were forced upon them. It also
underscores the broader systemic issues
of power and representation in colonial
societies, where the dominant group
controls and distorts the image of the
subjugated for its own purposes.

The "Races in Residence" exhibit at the
British Empire Exhibition was not just
a display of colonial subjects; it was a
reflection of the era’s racial prejudices,
presenting people from the colonies

in a manner that was both derogatory
and reductive. These exhibits amplified
the prevailing racial biases of the

time - biases that were entrenched in
British society and propagated through
media outlets. Newspapers and journals
of the day were rife with distorted

and prejudiced portrayals of colonised
peoples, reinforcing negative stereotypes
and perpetuating a narrative of racial
superiority that was deeply woven into
the fabric of 20th-century British
culture (see images 68, 69, and 70).

Image 68: A Daily Mirror Cartoon by William Kerridge
Haselden. Published 15th May 1924.

Image 69: A Punch Magazine cartoon of an infantilised
Indian man speaking broken English.
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Image 70: A Punch Magazine depiction of a group of Africans dropping to their knees in supplication to spiritual
commands issued by the Tllustrator’s’ inept beating of the drums.
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The representations within the Pavilions
and 'Native Villages' at the Exhibition
did not reflect the self-identity of the
indigenous peoples depicted; rather, they
were filtered through the colonial lens
of British perception. These distorted
representations, which reduced vibrant
cultures to simplistic stereotypes,
sparked widespread dissent. Individuals
and groups from across the expanse of
the British Empire voiced their protest,
challenging the exhibition’s narratives
and asserting their own identities

and truths against the imperialist
portrayals.

For instance, the portrayal of India
within the framework of British
imperialism at the 1924 British Empire
Exhibition proved to be a profound and
distressing revelation for Srinivasa
Sastri (see image 71). The highly esteemed
Indian advocate and statesman, tasked
with supporting the representation

of India at the exhibition, was
confronted with a portrayal that
starkly contradicted his known public

endorsements of British colonial policies.

Image 71: Srinivasa Sastri, India’s Agent to the Union
of South Africa, Member of the Council of State (India),
Member of the Imperial Legislative Council of India.

Historically, Sastri had advocated
compliance with British rule, as
evidenced in 1891 when he urged students
in Lucknow, India to adhere to the
colonial government’s orders.6l This
encounter at the exhibition marked a
significant juncture, challenging his
previous positions and compelling a re-
evaluation of the empire’s narrative he
had once echoed.

Image 72: India Postcard, Souvenir of Wembley
1924 British Empire Exhibition

The Exhibition was presented as a
celebration of racial harmony within the
Empire, yet Srinivasa Sastri understood
it to be a mere facade, masking the true
dynamics of imperial domination. He
critically noted how the Exhibition’s
policies favoured dominions and White
settler communities, while marginalising
native populations and immigrants.

For Sastri, this disparity highlighted
the Exhibition’s blatant oversight

of deep-seated inequalities and the
superficiality of its claims of unity. It
was this realisation that exposed the
Exhibition not as a unifying cultural
showcase but as a stage for reinforcing
the unequal power structures inherent in
colonial rule.

Srinivasa Sastri questioned the alleged
authenticity of the British Empire

Exhibition, and urged India to formally
renounce its involvement, challenging the
Exhibition’s assertion of representing

a unified metropolitan culture. In a
decisive act of defiance and symbolic
significance, Sastri relinquished his
role on the organising committee for the
Exhibition. He took a stand, advocating
for India’s immediate withdrawal and
calling for a boycott, signalling a
refusal to endorse or partake in what
they saw as an elaborate facade of
imperial propaganda.’®

“"Few persons realise in India what
great importance is attached to the
Exhibition as the display of the
resources of the empire and what glowing
hopes are entertained in the business
world of its material benefits. In both
directions, India’s part in the show is
imposing. Doubtless trained exploiters
of the world would see that she has
profited as little as possible in the
end, correspondingly her withdrawal if
its possibility be conceived, would be
felt as in the nature of a blow at the
Empire"

- Srinivasa Sastril®

Sastri’s concerns extended beyond mere
representation; he was acutely aware
that the British Empire Exhibition
was not just a cultural display but

a conduit for the British Empire’s
industrial and agricultural ambitions
in India. The exploitation of India’s
resources under the guise of unity
and progress became a focal point of
his challenge. This economic predation,
blatantly at odds with the ostensible
goals of the Exhibition, fuelled his
insistence on disengagement.

The underlying motives of the
Exhibition, Sastri argued, were not in
India’s best interests, and he sought to
expose and counteract this veiled agenda
of exploitation.®®

Protests against the 1924 British
Empire Exhibition weren’t isolated to
Indian representatives - West African
individuals who were studying in
England were deeply disturbed by the
portrayals of their homelands at the
British Empire Exhibition. Their sense
of alienation deepened following the
release of derogatory articles, such as
those published in the Sunday Express;
which was laden with offensive and
crude insinuations about the workers

of the Walled City exhibit. In response,
the Union of Students of African Descent
(USAD) expressed a series of incisive
criticisms regarding the depiction of
West Africa at the event (see image 73).
The student body stood in solidarity and
criticised the exhibition for reducing
the representation of West African
nations to caricatures, suggesting that
the true intent behind the inclusion of
West Africans was not to celebrate their
cultures but to subject them to public
ridicule 306263

Image 73: Group picture of the Union of Students of
African Descent, founded by Ladipo Solanke.
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Image 74: An advert in the "Times of London", May 23, 1925.

The portrayal of West Africans within
the confines of the British Empire
Exhibition’s Walled City sparked a
wave of anger among students. They
were deeply troubled by the reductive
imagery, particularly the photographs
depicting a “half-naked individual,
grimy and streaked with perspiration.
These images, they felt, were designed
to pique the curiosity of an ignorant
audience, presenting a narrative of
struggle that bordered on spectacle
rather than an authentic account of
their lives and challenges.304

Moreover, there was a widespread
consensus that the Exhibition did a
disservice to the contemporary realities
of West African nations. The displays
were critiqued for perpetuating outdated
perceptions, showcasing West Africa not
as a region with a dynamic present

and promising future but as a tableau
of antiquated customs. Those from the
region who witnessed the exhibit first-
hand found a disconnect, asserting
that the Walled City fell short of
capturing the true representation of
West Africa, instead offering a skewed
and anachronistic view that failed to
acknowledge their rich and complex
societies.196®

The British Empire Exhibition of

1924 catalysed a significant movement
among African students, who perceived
the event as an attempt to caricature
West Africa’s subjugated role within
the British Empire. This spurred them
to action, sowing the seeds for the
burgeoning pan-African movement of the
1930s, that would challenge colonial
governance in the decades leading to the
decolonisation movements of the 1950s.236*

In the summer of 1924, the USAD
orchestrated numerous protests targeting
the Colonial Office. They convened a
series of comprehensive meetings to
deliberate on the trajectory of West
Africa’s future. This marked a defining
moment as West African students residing
in London found a renewed sense of
purpose, and in the aftermath, they
established new associations with a focus
on African nationalist aspirations and
Garveyism. These groups would come to
play a crucial role in the discourse of
African autonomy and Pan-Africanism, as
the struggle for self-determination and
independence gained momentum throughout
the mid-20th century.?%

During the 1924 British Empire
Exhibition, the voices and perspectives
of the West African individuals put on
public display were largely muted in

the contemporary press. Reporters at the
time did not capture their testimonies or
engage them in interviews; instead, the
colonised individuals were frequently
depicted as silent yet compliant figures,
almost child-like in their wonderment at
their new surroundings - environments
that were alien to them, especially under
the unfamiliar and often dreary British
skies.®

A turning point came when the West
Africans on display at within the
confines of the Exhibition’s Walled
City, took a defiant stand. They
rejected the demeaning caricatures
propagated by the British press,
asserting their self-respect by expelling
intrusive photographers who sought to
ridicule them. In one incident, their
determination to protect their privacy
and control their representation led to
a forceful ejection of a photographer, a
symbolic act of resistance against the
objectifying gaze.*

At Wembley, Canada was notably featured
as a self-governing dominion within the
British Empire, showcasing its modernity
and appeal as a destination for commerce
and settlement. However, the Canadian
story told at the dominion’s pavilion
was incomplete, as the existence of the
First Nations Canadians was notably
absent from the Canadian pavilion.

This omission was a deliberate choice

to craft an image of a civilised nation,
unencumbered by the complexities of

its indigenous heritage. The official
narrative prescribed by the pavilion
organisers maintained that Canada’s
Native populations were well-assimilated,
having embraced state-run education,
Christianity, and land settlement

schemes - a narrative of benevolence and
progress.

The juxtaposition at the Wembley
Exhibition between the sanitised image
of Canada as a bastion of supposed
civility and the overlooked existence
of its First Nations people was a gap
that did not escape discerning eyes. The
attempt to project a sanitised national
image while obscuring the rich cultural
heritage of the indigenous population
revealed an uncomfortable chasm that
many could not, and would not, ignore.

It sparked critical reactions among
some Canadian observers, who challenged
the conflicting and reductive
portrayal that failed to reconcile the
nation’s indigenous identity with its
projected modern image. The discrepancy
highlighted a deeper struggle with
identity and representation, one that
resonated with a poignant undertone of
cultural erasure within the grandeur of
the Empire’s showcase.®®
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IMPERIAL COMMEMORATIONS
AT WEMBLEY

In present-day Wembley, the echoes of colonial Britain resonate, etched into the
fabric of the urban landscape through lasting architectural and environmental
tributes.

The map below and table enclosed outlines the commemorations of the 1924 British
Empire Exhibition, outlining their connection to the event and identifying the
owners of the commemorative assets:

Image 75: A map highlighting assets in Wembley that
commemorates the 1924 British Empire Exhibition.

Map Commemoration Link to 1924 British Empire Exhibition Owner
Reference (correct as of March 2022)
1 Canada Gardens Commemorates the 'Canada Pavilion', which previously Quintain Estates Ltd.
stood on the same geographical location. Inclusive of
Canada Lane.
2 Engineers Way Commemorates the ‘Palace of Engineering’ of the 1924 London Borough of
British Empire Exhibition. Brent
3 Pavilion Court Commemorates the ‘Pavilions' of the 1924 British Watkin Jones Group
Empire Exhibition.
4 Atlantic Crescent Commemorates the ‘Atlantic Slope’ named by Rudyard Quintain Estates Ltd.
Kipling, which previously stood on the same
geographical location. And near the site of the
‘Canada Pavilion'.
5 Pacific Crescent Commemorates the ‘Pacific Slope’ named by Rudyard Quintain Estates Ltd.
Kipling, which previously stood on the same
geographical location. And near the site of the
‘Australia Pavilion'
6 Rutherford Way Commemorates Sir Ernest Rutherford, whose work was London Borough of
displayed at the Pure Science Exhibition at the 1924 Brent
British Empire Exhibition.
Exhibition Way Commemorates the 1924 British Empire Exhibition Quintain Estates Ltd.
8 Palace Arts Way Commemorates the ‘Palace of the Arts', which previously | Quintain Estates Ltd.
stood on the same geographical location.
9 Weaver Walk Commemorates Lawrence Weaver, who organised the Quintain Estates Ltd.
British Halls of the 1924 British Empire Exhibition.
10 Harbutt Road Commemorates the display of Harbutt's Plasticine in Quintain Estates Ltd.
the ‘Palace of Industries', which previously stood on
the same geographical location.
11 Elvin Gardens Commemorates Arthur Elvin, a cigarette kiosk operator | Quintain Estates Ltd.
at the 1924 British Empire Exhibition - who went on
to purchase multiple Wembley assets, including the
Stadium.
12 Emerald Gardens Commemorates the ‘New Zealand Pavilion', which Quintain Estates Ltd.
previously stood on the same geographical location.
Inclusive of Art Studios which are geographically
located where the ‘Palace of the Arts' previously
stood.
13 Empire Way Commemorates the 1924 British Empire Exhibition. London Borough of
Brent
14 Empire One Commemorates the 1924 British Empire Exhibition. Camrose London
15 Empire Court Commemorates the 1924 British Empire Exhibition. Freshwater Group of
Companies
16 Watkin Road Commemorates Edward Watkin, railway entrepreneur London Borough of
who was the previous owner of the Wembley site Brent
which would go on to become the 1924 British Empire
Exhibition.
17 10 Watkin Road Commemorates Edward Watkin, railway entrepreneur Barratt Developments
who was the previous owner of the Wembley site ple.
which would go on to become the 1924 British Empire
Exhibition.
18 Lionhead Memorial Commemorates the ‘Palace of Industry’ London Borough of
Brent
19 Royal Route The Route used by the King George V to open the 1924 | Quintain Estates Ltd.
British Empire Exhibition.
20 Lakeside Way The road ran alongside the lake in the 1924 British Quintain Estates Ltd.
Empire Exhibition
21 Union Park Lake A lake that stands in the same geographical location | Quintain Estates Ltd.
of the Wembley Lakes during the 1924 British Empire
Exhibition.
22 Lexington, Madison & Inclusive of Hudson Walk. Linked to the ‘Atlantic London Borough of

Bowery

Slope’ commemoration. A series of buildings adjacent
to ‘Atlantic Crescent’ named after places across

the ‘Atlantic’ Ocean in New York City (Bowery Lane,
Lexington Avenue, Madison Avenue, the Hudson River).

Brent, L&Q, & Quintain
Estates Ltd.
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Image 76: A 1924 map of Wembley highlighting assets at the
1924 British Empire Exhibition that are commemorated today.

Wembley’s contemporary urban fabric is
intricately embroidered with enduring
echoes of its colonial heritage, not
just in its monuments and relics, but
also within its very blueprint for the
future. The area’s planning principles
exhibit a certain reverence for its
imperial history, suggesting a desire
to preserve the narrative of its bygone
era within the progression of Wembley’s
urban development.

The Wembley Masterplan, a Supplementary
Planning Document endorsed by the
London Borough of Brent in June 2009,
serves as a testament to this (see

image 77). This strategic guide sought

to steer the redevelopment of Wembley
over design and construction period,
suggesting that the very framework for
future growth is steeped in historical
romanticism.

As the local planning authority, the
London Borough of Brent’s role is
pivotal in shaping development that is
sympathetic to their vision - a vision
that subtly resonates with echoes of a
bygone imperial era (see image 80).

This becomes particularly influential
when planning documents subtly imbue
development goals with undertones

of imperial reminiscence. Developers,
eager to gain approval, may thus find
themselves echoing these themes to align
with the stated vision.%

Embedded within the pages of the
Masterplan are nostalgic references

that evoke the grandeur of the Empire
Exhibition. Statements like “[The new
public open space] could replicate the
attractive landscape setting that once
existed as part of the Empire Exhibition

Image 77: Cover of the Wembley Masterplan.

Image 78: Extract from Wembley

Image 79: Extract from Wembley

Masterplan refering to open space. Masterplan refering to public art.

Image 80: One of the introductory chapters of the Wembley Masterplan, asserting the
importance of the 1924 British Empire Exhibition in relation to future developments of Wembley.

[..]" and “The role of the 1924 Exhibition
in the establishment of the area could
form a theme to art works, thus giving
the area grounding in history," found

on pages 25 (see image 78) and 160 (see
image 79), respectively, illustrate a
conscious choice to perpetuate the legacy
of a colonial epoch, shaping Wembley’s
evolution in its lingering shadow.

Furthermore, temporary projects at
Wembley have also suffered from

imperial nostalgic sentiments, such
as the Yellow Pavilion - which was

a temporary community space offering
classes across a variety of disciplines,
including arts and culture, health and
wellbeing, and education.

The Yellow Pavilion had urban planters
in it’s foyer configured in positions
reflecting a birds eye view of the map
of the 1924 British Empire Exhibition
(see image 81). The entrance of this
temporary community centre was designed
to be a welcoming entrance and garden to
encourage locals to spend time there (see
image 82).
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The project was delivered by property
developers, Quintain in partnership
with Brent Council. And the temporary
project, which reopened as “The Yellow"
in October 2018 at a new location, has
since been under new management and
rebranded since 2024.

Image 81: Entrance to the Yellow Pavilion - circa. 2016.

Image 82: Urban planter configuration by the entrance to

the Yellow Pavilion - circa. 2016.

Image 83: British Empire Exhibition 1924 Wembley Park
April - October. North, Kennedy, 1887 - 1942.

Additionally, imperial nostalgia is also
expressed by commercial occupiers of
units built in Wembley, for instance,

in 2019 the Getty Images Gallery, which
took up tenure at Wembley, launched a
year-long programme named 'The Ages of
Wembley' (see images 84 to 87). Featuring
a selection of never-before-seen
photographs sourced from Getty Images’
archival and contemporary libraries of
the 1924 British Empire Exhibition.

Image 84 to 87: Photographs showcasing the 'Ages of
Wembley' debut exhibition of Getty Images Gallery.

The strategy by which landowners at
Wembley curate the mix of uses across
the site also greatly suffers from
imperial nostalgia - this is observed
in the location selected for the Second
Floor Studios & Arts studios, which
provide affordable, long-term, high
quality studio workspace for artists,
designers and makers at Wembley Park
(see image 88).

Image 88: Map graphic highlighting Second Floor Art
Studio locations at Wembley Park.

Image 89: 1924 Wembley map highlighting
the location of the ‘Palace of Arts'

Image 90: 'Palace of Arts' postcard

The studios are unfortunately
geographically located where the ‘Palace
of the Arts’ once stood (see image 89). A
clear commemorative decision to honour

the Palace that once stood at the British

Empire Exhibition.

Wembley’s public open spaces also
commemorate individuals associated with

the British Empire Exhibition. E.g. 'Elvin

Gardens' situated in the Wembley Park
estate contains a children’s play area
with sculpted letters scattered across
the space, that spells out "Elvin" (see
image 92) - commemorating Arthur Elvin,
a cigarette kiosk operator at the 1924
British Empire Exhibition - who went
on to purchase multiple Wembley assets,
including the Stadium (see image 91).%

Image 91: Sir Arthur Elvin, Norwich-born British
businessman who owned and operated Wembley Stadium.

Image 92: Children’s play area in Wembley Park with
urban elements that spells out ‘Elvin'
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Image 93: Concrete Lion Heads, on the side of the Palace
of Industry, in the process of removal for preservation.

Image 94: Concrete Lion Head salvaged for preservation.

Image 95: Concrete Lion Heads from the Palace of Industry
mounted on plinth in a Wembley public open space.

Further commemorations include a
concrete lion head, salvaged from old
Palace of Industry in 1924 British
Empire Exhibition mounted on a plinth
in a Wembley public open space (see
images 93 to 95).

These examples showcase how the imperial
nostalgia embedded in Wembley is not

limited to the toponyms of the site, but
across various policy, tenant activities,
open spaces, monuments, and much more.

To grasp the significance of these
commemorations, it is crucial to
critically analyse the commemorative
toponyms of places, people, and symbols
associated with the 1924 British Empire
Exhibition at Wembley Park.

For instance, examining the
commemorative name 'Canada Gardens'
(map reference #1 on page 42 and 43)
reveals that the seven built-to-rent
apartment tower blocks stand on the
exact location of the 1924 Exhibition’s
‘Canada Pavilion, directly commemorating
the original structure. One would also
discover that the seven apartment
blocks symbolise and pay tribute to the
renowned "Group of Seven" - a collective
of Canadian landscape painters who
exhibited at the 1924 British Empire
Exhibition (see image 96 and 97).

The Wembley exhibition occupies a
significant place in the history of
Canadian art and national identity,
particularly in relation to the Group of
Seven. In 1924, the seven painters gained
recognition from British art critics for
their bold depictions of the Canadian
landscape, which were showcased in the
exhibition’s Palace of Arts.

Several of the artists, including AY.
Jackson, Arthur Lismer, and Lawren
Harris, emphasised the importance of
cultivating a distinctly Canadian
artistic expression, one that set Canada
apart as a North American nation with
a unique character, mood, and spirit,
distinct from those of Europe and Great
Britain®

Image 96: An image of the Group of Seven painters. Pictured are: Frederick Varley, A. Y. Jackson,
Lawren Harris, Barker Fairley (not a member), Frank Johnston, Arthur Lismer, and J. E. H MacDonald.

Image 97: An image of 'Canada Gardens', with a corresponding
table (below) highlighting the names of the buildings shown.

Image Reference Building Name Commemorated Artist
1 Collyer Nora Collyer*
2 Lismar Arthur Lismer
3 Heward Prudence Heward*
4 Thomson Tom Thomson®
5 Varley Frederick Varley
6 Jackson Alexander Young Jackson
v Seath Ethel Seath?

TA closely associated artist (not officially part of the Seven)
*Associated female artists (not officially part of the Group of Seven)

Image 98: Early Morning Sphinx Mountain,
by Frederick Varley.

Image 99: The Jack Pine, by Tom Thomson.

Image 100: A September Gale Georgian Bay,
by Arthur Lismer.

Image 101: The Red Maple, by Alexander
Young Jackson.
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Journalist and art critic F. B. Housser
described the Group of Seven’s critical
success at Wembley as a professional
triumph, reflecting what he saw as a
"complete racial expression of herself
through art" for Canada. Yet, subsequent
studies of Canadian art and culture
have questioned the accuracy of this
narrative, viewing the Group’s work

as emblematic of a central Canadian
regionalism that was anglophone, White,
and male.

Despite ongoing debates over the Group’s
standing as Canada’s most prominent
artists, retrospective studies reveal a
more troubling reality: their art was
used to establish the “white man’s”
dominance in Canada, erasing Indigenous
cultures from Canada’s landscapes and
reinforcing the colonial notion of terra
nullius - “uninhabited land” in Latin
(see images 98 to 101).556&™

Another example of commemorative
toponymy is the Atlantic and Pacific
Crescents at Wembley Park (map reference
#4 and # on page 42 and 43).

Analysing these walkways reveals that
they honour their predecessors, the
Pacific and Atlantic Slopes, which
were situated in the same geographical
location at the 1924 Exhibition (see
image 103).

Notably, all the walkways at the 1924
Exhibition were named by the well-known
British novelist, Rudyard Kipling (see
image 105).76™

Renowned as the author of The Jungle
Book and famously known as the

“Empire’s Poet,” Rudyard Kipling also
penned The White Man’s Burden, a poem

lamenting the supposed hardships faced
by the White man in his self-proclaimed
mission to civilise “backward savages”
abroad (see images 107 and 108)1%

Kipling, a notorious White supremacist,
attended the 1924 Exhibition multiple
times and took great pleasure in the
event. His views on other races were
evident in his reactions to the West
African section of the 1924 Exhibition
grounds (see image 102).5

Image 102: Extract of Kipling’s pr