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Token Gesture
'Token Gesture' is a unique sculpture by the British artist, Chris Day, created from handblown &

sculpted glass with microbore copper pipe, copper wire, copper and rope.

The brass trade played a vital role in Birmingham's industrial growth. Its connection to the slave trade
lies in the production of 'manilla'. These were trading tokens that often ended up being used in the

purchase of slaves in Africa 

Manillas were traditional African horseshoe shaped bracelets made of metals such as iron, bronze,
copper and very rarely gold. Decorative manillas were worn to show wealth and status in Africa.

Europeans used them as a form of currency in west Africa to buy and enslave African people. They
manufactured them in Britain, especially around Bristol and Birmingham, based on African designs.

Different styles and metals had different values. One source stated that, in 1505, one manilla was worth
a big elephant tooth and eight to ten manillas would buy an African person to enslave.

Ships sailed from Britain to Africa, full of ‘exchange’ goods such as manillas, metals, clothing, guns and
alcohol. Enslaved Africans were then transported across the Atlantic to the Americas. Raw materials
such as sugar, tobacco and cotton, grown by enslaved Africans on plantations in the Americas, were

then brought back to Britain where they were processed.

Historians estimate that at least 12 million Africans were removed by force during the transatlantic slave
trade. Many millions died when they were captured and transported. Europeans dominated the trade in
enslaved Africans using the power of guns. They justified enslaving Africans by claiming that they were

‘uncivilised’.



This information was provided by curators at The Manchester Museum.
 

Artist description:
Growing up in the West Midlands, Day has become Britain’s only black glassblower, or certainly the

only one that the artist is aware of. He creates highly personal works in glass and mixed media and his
intention is to discuss and investigate the treatment of black people in Britain & the USA, with much of

his research focussing on the history of the slave trade in the Eighteenth Century and the events leading
to up & during the Civil Rights Movement.

A self-confessed ‘arts enthusiast’ Day’s creative career comes after more than two decades as a
plumber. Initially feeling that his life had taken him on a journey that significantly detoured away from his
early love of the arts, Day is now able to reflect on the fact that many of the skills he has developed in his

earlier career have directly transposed to the creation of his artworks.

Combining materials used in both heating and electrical systems into his creations, Day finds he able to
create the perfect marriage of his artistic path and technical knowledge, both of which rely on dexterity

and high levels of skill and craftsmanship.

A reoccurring and signature theme are ‘copper cages’ which enclose his glass, representing the
restriction of movement both physically and mentally that traders possessed over other human’s lives

that were viewed simply as 'commodities'. These are created from simple copper tubing and wire but to
dramatic effect. The glass, by contrast, Day compares to the human spirit, attempting to break free

despite the restrictions that hold it in place.

In the artist’s own words;

“Like the glass I have pushed my approach in how I work with glass and ceramics in both traditional and
experimental methods, to create contemporary artworks that represent my passion for this part of our

history. As a black glassblower, I am one of few and on a quest to find and inspire more. My main
purpose, however, is to engage the audience on issues that are hard to confront on many levels, using

art to help overcome some of the traumas that haunt our collective past”

An emerging artist and a recent graduate from Wolverhampton University, Day received a special
commendation at the 2019 British Glass Biennale held in Stourbridge, UK. He has not only become a
leading voice within the contemporary British art-glass scene but also with the continued conversation
surrounding Black Lives Matter and racial inequality, giving his time for numerous interviews for both

TV, radio and social media. 


