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HEW LOCKE

Hew Locke, Foreign Exchange, 2022

As Birmingham gears up to host the 2022 Common-
wealth Games this summer (28 July-8 August), a 
number of artists have been casting a beady eye over 
the vexed colonial background to this international 
multi-sport event involving 72 nations and territories. 
The Commonwealth Games may now be known as 
the “Friendly Games”, but they began life as a tool of 
British imperialism, devised as “a means of increasing 
goodwill and understanding of the British Empire”.

The most conspicuous artistic response to Birming-
ham’s complicated imperial legacy can be found in 
the city centre, where in Victoria Square Hew Locke 
has dramatically reconfigured the monumental stat-
ue of Queen Victoria, that icon of imperialism. “I’m 
completely fascinated by her,” says Locke, who grew 
up in the former British colony of Guyana and passed 
a sculpture of Queen Victoria every day on his way 
to school, where his childhood notebooks were also 
emblazoned with her likeness.

Locke has been interrogating contentious monuments 
for decades. Well before the 2020 toppling of the 
statue of Bristol slave trader Edward Colston, Locke 
doctored a photograph of the Colston statue as part 
of his Restoration series in 2006, so that it was en-
gulfed in a smothering cascade of gaudy decorations 
and jewellery, including skulls, coins and slave ships. 
But only now in Birmingham has he at last been able 
to intervene directly—albeit temporarily—in a real 
work, rather than present what he calls “impossible 
proposals”.

From now until the Commonwealth Games are over, 
Victoria Square’s stately bronze namesake sports a 
gladiatorial Britannia-like gold helmet-mask. She has 
also been placed inside a crate within a giant boat 
that has come to rest around her lofty plinth. Accom-
panying Queen Vic are five smaller clones of her, each 
cast in resin from the original statue but with the 
appearance of patinated bronze. The work is called 



Foreign Exchange, and Locke says he has placed the 
monarch in a crate and a boat “as if she is about to 
be shipped off, like so many of these Victoria statues 
which were sent all round the world”.

In addition, each one of this elaborately helmeted 
queenly crew also carries an oversized colonial med-
al signifying an important battle in the history of the 
British Empire, from the Second Afghan War to the 
Battle of Seringapatam in India and the invasion of 
Trinidad. But Locke, whose brilliant installation Pro-
cession is currently showing in the Duveen Galleries 
of Tate Britain in London, prefers mixed messages to 
tub-thumping polemic.

“Banging people over the head with a particular 
opinion doesn’t work,” he says, while admitting that 
his opinions are “confused and complex”. “I’m not a 
royalist but I’m not a republican either,” he says. “I’m 
trying to make something that’s beautiful and inter-
esting to draw people in. If they want to go deeper 
then that’s fine, I want to start a conversation and 
be accessible to everyone regardless of their political 
background.”
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