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Great Britain’s national symbol ‘Britannia’, in her best-
known guise bearing a shield emblazoned with the 
British (or sometimes English) flag, a brush helmet, and 
Poseidon’s trident, has been a recurrent iconographical 
figure circulating since 2016, as an expression of 
Britain’s decision to exit the European Union. Indeed, 
Britannia has historically flourished in British visual 
cultures at times of change, crisis, and renewal, first 
appearing on coins to celebrate the re-establishment 
of the British monarchy during the Restoration of 
1660. Produced annually since 1987, the Royal Mint’s 
‘Britannia coin’ of 2017 (Fig. 3.1), for instance, seemed 
to encapsulate the decision to ‘Brexit’ of the preceding 
year. Britannia’s body, in the coin designed by Central 
St Martin’s student of Fine Art Louis Tamlyn, was 
Great Britain itself (Northern Ireland appeared a 
strange-looking cloud to her side).1 The figure is 
positioned in profile facing the right with her eyes cast 
ambivalently downward and/or to the right—gazing, 
thus, in the direction of the European Union. With a 
trident in her right hand, it is no wonder that Oxford 
historians Danny Dorling and Sally Tomlinson label 
the coin ‘particularly warlike’ (2019). Britannia wields 
her sharp weapon, mythologically known to stir the 
seas into great swells and historically representative 
of Britain’s naval strength, in the direction of the 
European Union. This seemingly conveys an intent to 
inflict pain on her continental neighbours. 

And yet, another reading may be made, one in 
which Britannia is not the wounding agent but the 
wounded party. Throughout the centuries, Britannia, 
likened to Athena, the Greek Goddess of knowledge 
and warfare, has borne a shield and a trident in her 

1 The Royal Mint has released a new ‘Britannia’ coin 
every year since 1987 when the initiative was begun with a 
design by Philip Nathan. The Royal Mint exceptionally struck 
two Britannia coins in 2017, the first being the thirtieth 
anniversary edition, which reproduced Nathan’s 1987 design, 
and the second, entirely new, Britannia motif was created 
by Louis Tamlyn, which can be seen in Figure 3.1. The coin is 
available for purchase in gold, silver, and platinum in different 
weights from a quarter ounce to five ounces.

Figure 3.1: Louis Tamlyn, Royal Mint Britannia Coin, 2017. 
(©The Royal Mint) 

‘dominant’ guise (Dresser, 1989, p.40). The war-like 
shield is often emblazoned with either the English or 
British flag as a marker of patriotism and the trident is 
grasped firmly as if ready to wage battle, as can been 
seen in the Royal Mint ‘Britannia coins’ from 2013 and 
2016, for instance. In Tamlyn’s coin, the shield is held 
away from the viewer, so that all that can be seen is 
the handle, without any visible Union Jack flag. The 
trident is cocked in Britannia’s right hand not as if 
turning into battle, but indeed, turning away from it.

The 2017 post-referendum Britannia of Tamlyn’s 
design is not in an offensive position but a defensive 
one, turning her back in retreat. The action of 
withdrawal or retreat is figured by an inaccurate 
representation of the geography of northern Scotland, 
which doubles up as Britannia’s shoulders. Britannia’s 
right topographical ‘shoulder’ dips downward in the 
northernmost eastly point of the country as if to 
imply the motion of turning away from the continent. 
Indeed, the action is cast as one performed at speed 
as Britannia’s left arm stretches out straight behind 
her while her trident is cocked to the side in her right 
hand as if preparing to sprint. In this act of retreat, 
injury from the country’s interactions with the EU can 
be espied.

Understanding ‘Brexitannia’, defined throughout 
this article as the representations of Britannia in the 
post-referendum setting, as the embodiment of hurt 
positions her in historical continuity with previous 
manifestations of this national symbol. Along with 
Marianne in France and Columbia in the United States, 
Britannia is an example of the ways in which countries 
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are allegorised as female in order to facilitate readings 
of a nation’s sexualised vulnerability and need of 
armed protection. If these symbols imply the feminised 
nation’s susceptibility to hurt, they also imply a 
maternal capacity for reproduction, regeneration, 
and reinvention (Sinha, 2006)—in short, for healing. 
Britannia was initially created by the Romans to 
characterise their conquest of Britain under Hadrian 
and Antoninus Pius (Warner, 1985, p.45). The idea 
of a woman symbolising national subjugation or the 
country’s imminent vulnerability to injury, re-emerged 
as a motif during the American Revolutionary (1775–
83) and Napoleonic wars (1803–15) when American 
independence and invasion from the French empire 
spelled a British loss of empire. At other times, such 
as the restoration of the monarchy in 1660, the 
British victory in the Seven Years’ War (1756–63), and 
imperial expansion under Queen Victoria (1838–1901), 
Britannia was cast as a ‘mother of the race’ (Wilson, 
2003, p.94), promising new beginnings and national 
healing, victoriously and variously wielding a shield, an 
olive branch, a spear, and/or a trident.

It is my contention that Brexitannia, the 
embodiment of the nation as a woman in the time 
during and since the referendum on the EU in 
2017, performs hurt and healing that can be found 
throughout the history of the allegory. Brexitannia as 
a manifestation of public hurt will be studied in the 
first part of the article and her role as a healer will 
be analysed in the second part. Examples in each of 
the article’s two parts illustrate that Britannia, as a 
long-serving allegory of the nation, has appealed to 
both Brexiteers and Brexit-sceptics. In each case, 
Brexitannia will be connected to earlier examples in 
British art history. I adopt a methodology rooted in 
feminist visual cultural studies, which as Marquard 
Smith defines, is concerned with the ways in which 
‘politically motivated images are produced, circulated, 
and consumed to both construct and reinforce and 
resist and overthrow articulations of sexual or racial 
ontologies, identities, and subjectivities’ (2006, p.474).

The imbrication of nation and gender in the figure 
of Britannia sheds light on the question of how 
women have participated and are contributing to the 
construction of Brexit in the contemporary British 
imaginary. In each of the following cases, the theme 
of women’s emancipation and/or agency facilitated by 
an expression of nation can be detected. This is not 
necessarily an echo of Britannia’s role, particularly in 
Victorian iconography, as promoting the expansion 
of empire, as an actor in what Valerie Amos and 
Pratibha Parmar first described as ‘imperial feminism’ 
(1984). If in the following examples ‘Brexitannia’ 

may sometimes be understood as an expression ‘as 
part of the last vestiges of empire working their way 
out of the British psyche’ as Dorling and Tomlinson 
frame Britons’ vote for Brexit (2019), this article 
also pinpoints cases when she is critical of the ideal 
of British nationhood, expressed in the Union Jack, 
even as she mobilises the latter for her own agency. 
‘Brexitannia’ does not therefore simply convey an 
idea of (neo)imperial feminism or even ‘nationalist 
feminism’ (e.g., Herr, 2003); rather what can be 
identified is a conflation of the performance of nation 
with gendered agency and/or emancipation, a kind of 
feminism in the name or service of British nationhood. 
This makes a contribution to the current literature on 
the question of Brexit, which has tended to position 
women as a collective group as the victims of the 
country’s decision to leave the EU, despite the agency 
of individual women actors in the Brexit process 
such as Theresa May or Angela Merkel (Dustin 
et al, 2019; Duda-Mikulin, 2019). This literature 
attributes responsibility for the referendum result 
to a stereotype of ‘angry old white men’ (Eatwell & 
Goodwin, 2018, p.xxiii).

The interest of analysing Britannia in contemporary 
British visual cultures is that she has a deep-seated 
historical resonance with the British public, and is 
thus, to some degree, a barometer for collective 
feeling (as opposed to the musings of just one artist). 
She was revived as a symbol to celebrate the new 
union of Scotland and England during the 1600s, 
distanced from her origins in Roman conquest, and 
was promoted in works such as John Ogilby’s Britannia 
(1675) and in Britannia Fortior: Or, the New State of 
Great Britain and Ireland Under Our Sovereign Queen 
Anne (1709) which both published the national figure 
as frontispiece of these geographical and historical 
works presenting the new nation (Major, 2012, p.26). 
Britannia has hardly disappeared from sight today: 
most years the BBC proms culminate in symphony 
performances of Thomas Arne’s song ‘Rule Britannia!’ 
(1740), a song known to patriots across the country 
and whose tune is at least recognised by a large 
proportion of contemporary Britons. Throughout her 
history as national allegory, Britannia has appeared 
on coins and currency, in political cartoons, and on 
commemorative medals and paintings that become 
future heirlooms. ‘Brexitannia’, as shall be explored, 
also figures in such everyday and accessible artforms: 
on commemorative coins, in advertising campaigns, in 
illustrations accompanying opinion articles on Brexit, 
and in music videos. This means that an analysis of 
pro-Brexit visions of Britannia, insofar as she can be 
understood as an emblem of popular will, potentially 
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reverses a tendency, mistakenly as Roger Eatwell and 
Matthew Goodwin make the point in National Populism: 
The Revolt Against Liberal Democracy (2018), to dismiss 
the collective anxieties and feelings at stake in those 
who voted to leave as the ramblings of an ultra-
nationalist minority. 

Brexitannia’s hurt
Britannia has, throughout her history, had a double 
occupation of straddling elite and non-elite worlds. She 
has been ‘an easily recognisable symbol in everyone’s 
pocket’ as a ‘stable and consistent emblem on British 
low-denominational base metal’ since the eighteenth 
century, as numismatic historian Katharine Eustace 
observes, having been popularised in the previous 
century on the English farthing designed by John 
Roettier (2006, p.329). She has also been the figure on 
collectible commemorative medals, first struck in 1667 
to celebrate the restoration of the British monarchy 
in 1660 (p.326) and commemorative coins such as 
those made yearly by the Royal Mint. The five-ounce 
gold coin designed by Tamlyn was priced at £8,645, 
confirming Britannia’s role in the art of collecting, 
which is, as art historian Michael Yonan observes, as 
‘an elite pastime […] tilted toward the experiences of 
the privileged and wealthy’ (2011, p.237).

The celebratory coin struck by the UK branch 
of Bradford Exchange to commemorate the UK 
referendum on the EU fuses Britannia’s double 
function as a populist figure ‘in everyone’s pocket’ and 
her elevation to the status of (future) heirloom in one 
item.2 Bradford Exchange sets out to furnish the world 
with ‘quality collectables’ whose value will increase 
with time (Bradford Exchange, 2020a), yet priced 
accessibly at just under fifty pounds for the coin-
sized version (2020b) and at just under one hundred 
and thirty pounds for an ‘oversized commemorative’ 
version (2020c), the ‘UK EU referendum’ coin 
promises to confer the status as a collectible and 
thus ‘a special and privileged kind of good’, as Yonan 
describes (2011,p.236), on ordinary people. In the 
publicity blurb accompanying the Bradford Exchange 
coin, promises are made about the coin’s value rising 
above the ‘panic’ of ‘investors’ who have ‘sen[t] 
the price of gold soaring’ and who have caused a 
devaluation of the pound in the wake of the UK 
referendum on the EU (Bradford Exchange, 2020b). 
Suspicion of the financial markets recalls the attacks 
on the London corporate banking elite made by 
chief Leave campaigner Nigel Farage who framed the 

2 An image of the coin can be found on the Bradford 
Exchange website: https://www.bradford.co.uk/referendum-
commemorative.html

vote for Brexit as a choice of the “real”, “ordinary”, 
“decent” Briton against “the multinationals, […] the 
merchant banks, […] [and] big politics” (Farage, 2016). 
Through the coin’s twenty-four carat gold-plating, the 
‘Landmark Vote for Britain’s Independence’ inscribed 
on the coin’s circumference becomes a feat of alchemy, 
peddling a long-term golden future for the average 
Briton and the country over short-term market 
anomalies.

Indeed, Bradford Exchange’s ‘UK EU Referendum’ 
alchemical coin targeted at the ordinary individual 
enlists the theme of women’s emancipation to doctor 
the past. Bradford Exchange have altered a propaganda 
lithograph featuring Britannia from 1918 made by 
James Montgomery Flagg, which was entitled Side 
by Side Britannia! The latter celebrated the British-
American alliance during the Great War as an ‘early 
visual representation of the special relationship (a 
term not yet coined) between America and Britain 
[… that] would become ubiquitous decades later 
but remarkable in 1918’ as Alan Dobson and Steve 
March note (2017, p.66). The meaning of ‘to doctor’ 
is to ‘restore to good condition’ (Merriam-Webster, 
2020, s.v. doctor v.1b) following the word’s medical 
origins. Read according to this first meaning, Bradford 
Exchange’s ‘Brexitannia’ has been made ‘good’ by 
casting free of the presence of Uncle Sam, and the 
United States that he represents. In the original 
Uncle Sam wields a sword and is accompanied by an 
American Eagle to his right, while Britannia wields 
a trident, seemingly strewn with blood as she walks 
apace with a lion, the beast historically used to 
represent Great Britain. The lion is still present in 
Bradford Exchange’s commemorative coin but all 
traces of weaponry, barring a Union Jack shield, have 
disappeared. While gender scripts are altered, racial 
ones are not: Britannia’s rose-hued cheeks emphasise 
the pallor of her arms and a performance of white 
female beauty, confirming the allegory’s historical 
role as a ‘mother of the [white] race’ (Wilson, 2003, 
p.94) both in the Flagg lithography and the Bradford 
Exchange coin. The coin thus mobilises a double 
message of racial purity and gender emancipation.

It may seem a curious choice to have excised Uncle 
Sam from the Bradford Exchange coin, given the liberal 
Atlanticism of many of the leave campaigners, most 
notably the pro-Trump Nigel Farage. Yet, the aesthetic 
choice plays out Brexit as an altered, doctored, act of 
emancipation. Brexitannia becomes the independent 
woman and concomitantly the emancipated nation 
- no longer in need of her male, American partner, 
Uncle Sam. This visually translates an idea of Brexit as 
Britain’s very own ‘Independence Day’, a term Farage 

https://www.bradford.co.uk/referendumcommemorative.html
https://www.bradford.co.uk/referendumcommemorative.html
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used to describe 23 June 2016, when Britain voted to 
leave the European Union. Modelled on the American 
holiday, Britain’s ‘Independence Day’ becomes an 
act of white female emancipation in the Bradford 
commemorative coin.

The second meaning of the verb ‘to doctor’ is ‘to 
alter deceptively’, implying the act of concealment 
or covering up of past wounds rather than long-
term cures (Merriam-Webster, 2020, s.v. doctor 
v.2b). The coin rehearses this second meaning, albeit 
unconsciously. Britannia carries a trident in the 
original lithograph by Flagg, an object that allowed the 
mythological figure of Poseidon to stir the seas into 
great swells. Britannia has tended to bear a trident 
on British coinage, as a symbol of the British nation’s 
‘nautical and marine significance’, ever since the penny 
pieces of 1797 (Eustace, 2006, p.330). The trident 
also served to link the British conquest of America 
with the nation’s reputed maritime strength in earlier 
iconographical works such as Francis Hayman’s The 
Triumph of Britannia (1762), which pre-emptively 
celebrated the British victory in the Seven Years War 
(1756–63), by representing Neptune, the Roman 
god of the seas, clutching Poseidon’s trident as he 
drives a chariot supporting Britannia, who, in turn, 
leads a cohort of sea nymphs caressing adoringly the 
portrait of famous British sea admirals. Bereft of her 
trident, Brexitannia’s separation from Uncle Sam is 
complemented by another absence – that of Britannia’s 
long-term prop symbolising peace: Athena’s olive 
branch. A Union Jack flag replaces both the trident and 
an olive branch. With a Union Jack shield in her right 
arm (also present in the Flagg lithograph) and a Union 
Jack in her left hand, the coin becomes a somewhat 
overwrought performance of national identity, 
compensating for or concealing a deeper-set wound.

Deprived of her power to inflict injury (figured in 
the Flagg original through the blood-strewn weapon to 
Britannia’s left side), Bradford Exchange’s Brexitannia 
might be understood as suffering from metaphorical 
amputation. Indeed, this connects to Britannia’s longer 
history as an emblem, as Wilson argues, of ‘recurrent 
anxiety about the masculine potency, honor and 
resolve of the national character in its dealings abroad’ 
(2003, p.238 n.9), particularly in the wake of American 
independence. While dating from the eighteenth 
century, ‘[a]nxieties about a lost naval nation’ 
have been re-invested in the service of mounting 
Euroscepticism in Britain in the past decades as media 
studies scholar Jack Black argues (2016, p.783). This 
anxiety was captured succinctly in news reports about 
an ill-equipped and under-funded fleet to accompany 
the country’s fanfare for the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee 

in 2012, itself symptomatic of national anguish at a 
long-lost British empire (Black, 2016, p.790). Maritime 
castration anxiety also has a deeply rooted history 
of Britain’s presence in the European Union as is 
demonstrated by the accusations of stolen fish and 
seas during the Leave campaign of 2016 resulting from 
the Common Fisheries Policy (begun in 1983) which 
has reduced British-only waterways from a two-
hundred to a twelve-mile parameter (Barclay, 1996).

Concealing maritime castration, Brexitannia on 
the Bradford Exchange coin loosely recalls Britannia 
cartoons emerging in the eighteenth century that 
articulated fears of national wounding with the 
ever-burgeoning need of the Americans for their 
independence. This can be seen in an engraving 
attributed to Benjamin Franklin entitled The Colonies 
Reduced, in which Britannia’s shield and spear are 
posed on the ground, ungraspable by the dismembered 
national symbol whose limbs bear the names of the 
soon-to-be former British colonies (Wilson, 1995, 
p.223). The difference with the Bradford Exchange 
coin is that amputation and anxiety are made implicit, 
rather than explicit, with the modern-day language 
of white female emancipation covering over and 
targeting, to recall the collectible coin’s accessible 
price, a working-class audience. This, in turn, echoes 
right-wing appropriations of a feminist agenda in 
the name of the Brexit process. Theresa May’s re-
appropriation of fellow Tory Kenneth Clarke’s insult of 
being a ‘bloody difficult woman’ in the run-up to the 
Conservative leadership contest of 2016 is another 
example of this feminist framing of Brexit.3 

Indeed, Theresa May becomes the figure of 
Britannia in the satirical illustrations of Gerald Scarfe, 
who has been a cartoonist for The Sunday Times, 
Private Eye, and The New Yorker (among others). Scarfe’s 
illustrations speak to both the act of Brexit as one of 
female emancipation and as one of national amputation 
seen in earlier historical scripts on the national 
symbol. In ‘Onward’ (c.2017), May is seen riding on 
the back of Boris Johnson, whose incompetence as the 
then–foreign secretary is emphasised by his clown suit, 
while other prominent members of her Brexit cabinet 
trail pathetically behind her wielding tattered Union 
Jacks marked with the word ‘Brexit’ (see Scarfe, n.d.b). 
Whereas the tattered flags imply the collapsing of the 
nationalist dream of emancipation from Europe owing 
to the complexities of the process, May nonetheless 
stoically wields a trident as a modern-day Britannia 
ready to charge forth to win the battle of Brexit. This 

3 A number of commentators have cast doubt on the 
sincerity of May’s feminist pronouncements. See, for instance, 
Rhiannon Lucy Cosslett (2016).
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charge-ready belligerence stands in ironic contrast 
to the caption: ‘THE RETREAT FROM EUROPE’. As 
the caption continues, ‘DESPITE CONFUSION AND 
OPPOSITION THE INTREPID BAND GOES ON’. 
While Scarfe’s caricatural style prevents the idealised 
version of Britannia seen in the Bradford Exchange 
coin, female strength is implied in May’s determined 
grimace and the trident poised to inflict injury should 
the Brexit process be stymied.  

In ‘Theresa May – Brexit’, on the other hand, 
Britannia’s performance of male castration anxiety 
is revived through the former Prime Minister cutting 
off her own head while blood spurts forth (see 
Scarfe, n.d.a). Splashes of red ironically flirt with 
the red bristles of her war-ready brush helmet. The 
replacement of Britannia’s trident with a dagger 
slashing May’s own neck positions this ‘Brexitannia’ in 
terms of a script of female vulnerability, as opposed to 
emancipation, while a crepuscular sun – as red as her 
blood – implies the metaphorical setting of the sun on 
the Brexit dream. 

On the other side of the political spectrum from 
the Bradford Exchange commemorative coin, in the 
left-wing, anti-Brexit political magazine the New 
Statesman, an iconic image from the period known as 
‘Cool Britannia’ was doctored in the 28 April – 4 May 
edition of 2017 with a message that equates Brexit not 
with female self-harm but male sickness.4 This special 
edition dedicated to the topic of ‘Cool Britannia: 
Twenty Years On’ featured on its front cover a mock 
painting by illustrator Jason Seiler, in which model and 
actress Patsy Kensit shares a bed with former British 
prime minister Tony Blair (see Harris, 2017). The 
image is a parody of a front cover of Vanity Fair in 1996, 
which became, along with Gerri Halliwell’s Union Jack 
dress at the Brit Awards in 1997, emblematic of the 
‘Cool Britannia’ Zeitgeist.5 In the original, Kensit nestles 

4 The image can be consulted on the New Statesman 
website: https://www.newstatesman.com/1997/2017/05/cool-
britannia-where-did-it-all-go-wrong

5 Indeed, Gerri Halliwell’s trademark dress of the 
‘Cool Britannia’ ’90s might similarly be taken as appropria-
tion of another moment from the ’60s, when British super-
model Twiggy donned a Union Jack dress, designed by Mary 
Quant, for a Vogue photoshoot in 1967. Twiggy’s performance 
of nationhood must be aligned with the rapid collapse of the 
British empire that took place during this decade (notably 
in Africa with Sierra Leone, Kenya, and Southern Rhodesia 
(now Zimbabwe) all gaining independence). This also leads us 
to make connections between later fashion-based perfor-
mances of national identity (the Cool Britannia ’90s, the 
wake of the referendum of 2016) and domestic feelings of 
insecurity about pre-eminence on the international stage.

up to her soon-to-be husband and star of Britpop 
band Oasis, Liam Gallagher. The New Statesman parody 
of 2017 replaces a young Gallagher with a withered 
but realistically recent-looking Tony Blair, while Kensit 
remains ever-youthful. Seiler’s mock painting of the 
Vanity Fair photograph playfully implies that the proper 
space of Cool Britannia iconography, in 2017, is that of 
the museum, adding to the idea of infirmity through 
agedness inscribed in Blair’s body. Meanwhile, the 
image is in fact made readily available via the digital 
and print media (Yonan, 2011, p.237) used by the New 
Statesman to disseminate its articles. Like Bradford 
Exchange’s coin, the magazine’s ‘Brexitannia’ has been 
designed to appeal to a mass audience, albeit of a 
left-wing, anti-Brexit persuasion. The image invites 
viewers to make connections between Brexit, Blair’s 
contemporary sickly body, and the ‘Cool Britannia’ 
’90s of two decades ago. As the by-line to the front 
cover confirms, ‘Cool Britannia: Where did it all go 
wrong?’ (Harris, 2017).

Cool Britannia imagery united youth, beauty, the 
nation, and its creative talent, seeking to promote a 
new British ‘knowledge economy’ (Valaskivi, 2016, 
p.34) of fashion, music, art on a worldwide stage. 
Dubbed little more than a ‘Blairite rebranding exercise 
of the 1990s’ (Fergusson, 2018, p.24) by the most 
cynical, the initiative was part of what Mark Leonard, 
working for the think-tank Demos that advised 
the Blair government, described as contemporary 
Britain’s self-conscious distancing from the nativism 
of the Thatcher years and from Britain’s imperial 
past. Shedding its image as ‘backward-looking and 
hidebound, arrogant and aloof’, the country’s creative 
industries sought to turn instead to a ‘forward-looking, 
multicultural identity’ of decolonial Britain (Leonard, 
1997, p.6). ‘Cool Britannia’ was not simply a play on 
words referencing Thomas Arne’s patriotic song ‘Rule 
Britannia’ (1740); traces of Britannia were manifest 
in the women of the pop and fashion industries 
who donned Union Jack drapery and clothing: most 
conspicuously, Gerri Halliwell wore a low-cut, tight-
fitting, and hyperbolically short Union Jack dress at 
the Brit Awards in 1997. British supermodel Kate 
Moss was seen at the London Fashion week of the 
same year wearing a Union Jack jumper. A few years 
later in January 2002, female models, including Naomi 
Campbell, sported Union Jack outfits for the front 
cover of Vogue, to emblematise what the magazine 
described as the British ‘fashion’s force’. They were 
dubbed by the magazine the country’s ‘Brit Pack’.

https://www.newstatesman.com/1997/2017/05/cool-britannia-where-did-it-all-go-wrong
https://www.newstatesman.com/1997/2017/05/cool-britannia-where-did-it-all-go-wrong


49

OPEN ARTS JOURNAL, ISSUE 8, SUMMER 2020 www.openartsjournal.orgISSN 2050-3679

While, as social anthropologist Marcus Banks 
describes, ‘Cool Britannia’ constructed itself as 
a ‘benign form of British nationalism that could 
be embraced by the nation’s youth’ (2006, p.50), 
harnessing an image of young and beautiful women 
to do so, The New Statesman cover of 2017 re-frames 
the ‘Cool Britannia’ ’90s as the source of a diseased 
or malignant body – Tony Blair’s. The former prime 
minister has a withered appearance in Seiler’s parody. 
Via a staging of old age and the onset of illness, Blair 
is divested of the ‘halo of youthful coolness’ that Cool 
Britannia offered him as author of Cool Nations: Media 
and the Social Imaginary of the Branded Country Katja 
Valaskivi argues (2016, pp.35–36). In the original Vanity 
Fair image, Liam Gallagher appears as youthful as his 
soon-to-be wife, Kensit, with just the faint traces of a 
moustache implying young adulthood on an otherwise 
clean-shaven baby face. By contrast, Blair has deep-set 
wrinkles around his mouth and under his eyes, and his 
teeth are yellow and crooked, the result of excessive 
smoking and festivities implied in the cigarette he 
holds in his right hand, also present in the original. 
In the original Vanity Fair image the cigarette that 
Gallagher holds implies the post-coital moment and 
the star’s sexual prowess, buttressed by the magazine’s 
headline ‘London Swings Again!’, which frames 
Gallagher and Kensit as re-living the sexual revolution 
of the 1960s. Blair appears anything but a ‘sex god’ in 
the Seiler parody: his nose appears oddly flattened, 
almost imploding, referencing the abundant cocaine 
that fell on London ‘like snow’  as music journalist John 
Harris describes in the accompanying article (2017), 
contemplating the effects of the ‘Cool Britannia’ ’90s, 
and the generation of conspicuous consumers that it 
gave rise to, on Brexit. Blair’s skin is an unattractive 
hue of salmon pink and patches of white, unlike 
Gallagher’s evenly white complexion. This is perhaps 
an index of the ‘anaemic’ culture that also produced 
the ‘hopelessly derivative music’ of Britpop as Harris 
puts it (2017). Blair’s pathologised pallor also pokes 
fun at the white dominance of the Cool Britannia 
’90s as Harris describes in the accompanying article 
(2017); despite the period’s claims of forward-looking 
multiculturalism, Naomi Campbell is one of the only, 
thus tokenistic, examples of the British women of 
colour who wore Union Jack outfits as an expression 
of Britannia at the end of the twentieth century.

‘Brexitannia’ of Seiler’s parody is the ever-youthful 
Kensit, and she is positioned as the literal bedfellow 
of a diseased, white masculinity incarnated by Blair. 

Because of the incongruence between the fresh beauty 
of Kensit and her malignant, ageing bed partner, the 
image draws attention to the sexualisation of Kensit 
as she nestles demurely up to Blair. This connects 
to Harris’s suggestion that Brexit, euphemistically 
called the current ‘national conversation’, could be a 
result of the ‘lad culture’ expressed in Cool Britannia, 
‘the period when the flag was suddenly stripped of 
its problematic aspects’ (2017). As scholars such as 
Rosalind Gill (2017) and Angela McRobbie (2008) 
have argued, British ‘lad culture’ flourished in the 
’90s, authorising (especially white) men to act oafishly 
and construe women in objectifying ways as long as 
such sexualisation was done in irony and playfulness, 
thereby paying due respect to feminist activism of 
the preceding two decades (McRobbie, 2008) and 
appealing to both men and women. In Cool Britannia 
iconography, sexualisation was connected to an 
expression of nationhood in the ubiquitous Union Jack 
fashion of the era. Halliwell’s flesh-revealing dress and 
the breast-revealing suit jackets of Vogue’s ‘Brit Pack’ 
are just two examples of a playful patriotic sexiness 
that, as Harris describes, was ‘drenched in irony and 
playfulness’ (2017). However, as he continues, this 
gradually translated into ‘patriotic iconography […] 
played completely straight’ (2017) in the Brexit era - 
for instance, in the men and woman who have donned 
Union Jack suits and flags in pro-Brexit marches that 
have occurred since the referendum. The playful 
sexualisation of women evident in the Cool Britannia 
’90s is reversed in the Seiler parody: it is masculinity, 
implied to be anaemically white and nationalist, that is 
made risible via the depiction of Blair’s diseased body. 
Racism and sexism are implied to be British illnesses of 
the Cool Britannia past and the Brexit present.

The New Statesman ‘Brexitannia’ reconfigures the 
Cool Britannia ’90s, calling attention to the period’s 
sexism and racism, but it also speaks to and rescripts 
the domestication of Britannia, and subsequently the 
subordination of gender in the name of nationhood, 
which stretches back two centuries. The Seiler parody 
repeats an aesthetic history of British caricature 
that connected Britannia’s vulnerability to injury 
to a mockery of masculine, patriotic strength, and 
simultaneously alters this history somewhat. Towards 
the end of eighteenth century and the beginning of 
the nineteenth, Britannia began to lose her warrior-
woman attributes in political caricatures, becoming 
sweeter and more docile as an expression of her 
sexualised vulnerability to attack from abroad at a time 
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when American independence from Britain and the 
French Revolution threatened to reach monarchical 
Britain and diminish national strength (Hunt, 2003, 
p.139).6  For instance, in Physical Aid – or Britannia 
recover’d from a trance (1803) (Fig. 3.2), Britannia is 
depicted fainting on the English coastline, at risk of 
violation from Napoleon’s encroaching militia (whose 
ships loom in the back right of the image). She is 
defended by a fellow countryman whose incompetence 
is conveyed, like Blair’s in the New Statesman cover, 
via bodily sickness: he is red-faced and overweight, 

6 This is not to say that more active representations 
of Britannia were eradicated entirely from visual culture after 
the turn of the nineteenth century. For instance, see John 
Tenniel’s cartoon Two Forces (1881) in which a battle-ready 
Britannia protects the girlish Hibernia (representing Ire-
land) from the simian Irish male personification of Home 
Rule. (See image at: https://www.bridgemanimages.com/fr/
asset/527702//two-forces-irish-land-league-outlawed-britan-
nia-protects-hibernia-ireland-with-the-force-of-law-against-
the-force-of-anarchy-john-tenniel-cartoon-from-punch-lon-
don-29-october-1881)

Figure 3.2:  James Gillray, Physical Aid,-or-Britannia recover’d from a trance;-also, the patriotic courage of Sherry Andrew: & a peep thro’ 
the Fog, 1803. (©Trustees of the British Museum)

possibly as an acknowledgement of the British 
industrialists who would later literally become fat from 
the riches caused by the Napoleonic wars (1803–15) 
and the country’s isolation from the continent. This 
reflects the fact that Britannia iconography, to recall 
Wilson’s description, could reveal a fear of British male 
impotency (2003, p.238 n.9), particularly at a point in 
history when its burgeoning empire was threatened 
by the French. Unlike the fainting Britannia of Physical 
Aid, ‘Brexitannia’ of Seiler’s 2017 parody is not figured 
as the source of injury or sickness herself: rather all 
suggestions of ‘anxiety about […] masculine potency’ 
(Wilson, 2003, p.238 n.9) are shifted onto the decrepit 
body of Blair. Kensit remains the unchanging picture of 
youth and (albeit sexualised) health. In this exclusive 
mockery of masculinity, the Seiler parody harnesses 
the figure of Kensit to appeal to a gender-conscious 
readership critical of the white male chauvinism of the 
pro-Brexit campaign. This pro-feminist depiction of 
Brexitannia is also bolstered by the relative restoration 
of Kensit’s modesty and dignity in the Seiler parody: 

https://www.bridgemanimages.fr/fr/asset/527702/summary
https://www.bridgemanimages.fr/fr/asset/527702/summary
https://www.bridgemanimages.fr/fr/asset/527702/summary
https://www.bridgemanimages.fr/fr/asset/527702/summary
https://www.bridgemanimages.fr/fr/asset/527702/summary
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her nipples are exposed in her translucent black bra 
of the Vanity Fair front cover but are concealed in the 
opaque underwear of the Seiler parody.

Kensit thus evinces a degree of agency against the 
backdrop of the Union Jack. The image appeals to a 
similar combination of gendered agency, nationhood, 
and white female beauty of the Bradford Exchange 
pro-Brexit commemorative coin. Both harness this 
combination, moreover, to appeal to mass audiences, 
albeit from different ends of the political spectrum 
and standpoints on Brexit. Though the Seiler parody 
may impugn white masculinity, the vision of an evenly 
complexioned, rose-cheeked Kensit performs white 
female Britishness in the name of the nation in a 
similar way to Bradford Exchange’s Britannia. The 
Seiler parody does not make available a visual regime 
in which women of colour are able to express agency 
through nationhood, repeating the white dominance 
of Cool Britannia’s women in the ’90s and earlier in 
Britannia’s iconographical history. The following will 
turn to an example in which the identity of Britannia 
as a woman of colour has been made available in the 
post-referendum visual culture.

Brexitannia as healer
In November 2018, London-based advertising agency 
St Luke’s launched its ideas to ‘rebrand’ Britain via a 
news report entitled ‘Brand Brexit Britain: How to sell 
the UK after the EU’ on 19 November, 2018, created 
for the left-leaning, Brexit-sceptic Channel 4 News. 
Presented by the channel’s economics correspondent 
Helia Ebrahimi as a ‘post-Brexit campaign to rescue 
the brand’ of ‘unflappable cool’, in a loose reference 
to the Cool Britannia ’90s, St Luke’s unveiled 
‘Game-changer Britain’, in which Duchess of Sussex 
Meghan Markle features as Britannia ‘leading in the 
new generation’ of modern Britons. Markle wears a 
Roman robe, holds a trident in her hand and a Union 
Jack shield in her left, and is at the centre of a group 
of racially and gender-diverse people who imply 
the idea of the nation’s advancement through their 
professional activities: a female doctor of ambiguous 
ethnic origin works in the nation’s hospitals, a black 
male musician brings the country culture, a white male 
architect builds infrastructure, and a professionally 
suited woman of East Asian origin works, possibly, 
for the nation’s economy. They form what is implied 
to be Markle’s troop, led in the name of the nation, 
represented by her Union Jack shield. Markle, herself 
of bi-racial, immigrant origins—her mother being 
African-American, her father white American—is 
associated with the female doctor to her immediate 
left behind her via the use of colour: both wear loose, 
white clothing and have the same light-brown skin 

tone in contrast to the other young professionals who 
wear black and dark brown and whose complexion 
is lighter (as is the case of the businesswoman and 
architect to her left) or darker (as is the case of the 
musician). The advertising board seems to seek to ‘sell’ 
the idea of ‘Brexitannia’ as a source of metaphorical 
cure, akin to the doctor behind her as a healer of the 
nation. This is also emphasised in St Luke’s explanation 
that ‘Game-changer Britain’ hopes to encapsulate the 
country’s historical role as a ‘force for modernity’, 
alluding to, among other things, the conception of the 
universal and free healthcare system, the National 
Health Service, established in 1948 as part of the 
Welfare State created to recover from World War II 
(Channel 4, 2019). 

‘Game-changer Britain’ recalls a history of Britannia 
as the simultaneous heralder of national health and 
challenger of gender boundaries, which dates from the 
mid-eighteenth-century period of British imperialism. 
As Wilson argues, working-class women from 
agricultural and craft industries in England, Scotland, 
and Ireland (2003, p.101) of the Georgian period 
were active participants in Britain’s imperial project 
in America, serving as nurses in major conflicts such 
as the Seven Years War (1756–63) (p.97). Britannia 
iconography of the period enabled these women 
to perform their ‘national and gender identities’ in 
‘imaginative and innovative ways’ (Wilson, 2003, p.94) 
since the allegory tended to represent both caregiving 
healer, thus corresponding to a gender norm about 
women’s maternal capacity, and active warrior, 
defying gender injunctions to assume a passive role. 
In a lithograph entitled Peace Introducing America and 
Britannia (1775), for instance, Britannia holds a spear 
and shield, emblazoned with the English cross, while 
her other hand is gently taken by the allegorical figure 
of Peace, as she seeks to introduce her to America, 
embodied by a Native American. Peace and Britannia 
are joined in visual symmetry as both have one or 
both breasts exposed and each wear a white robe. 
In ‘Game-changer Britain’ similar associations may 
be detected: Brexitannia is both an active warrior 
grasping her weapons (a trident and Union Jack shield) 
and she promises a peaceful bestowal of cures in her 
colour-coordinated pairing with the doctor behind her. 

‘Game-changer Britain’ also re-performs 
eighteenth-century aesthetic codes to suggest new 
ways in which women at the intersection of race 
and gender may become curers of national woes in 
the post-imperial age of Brexit. Britannia art of the 
Georgian period, as Wilson continues, was made 
to fit a pattern of ‘visual representations of English 
encounters with new worlds [which] were crucial in 
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gendering and racializing those worlds, often creating 
[…] a hierarchy between the imperial and colonized 
lands and peoples’ (2003, p.94). To return to Peace 
Introducing America and Britannia (1775), for example, 
the white women Britannia and Peace tower over the 
conquered indigenous woman representing ‘America’. 
The indigenous woman looks admiringly up to Peace 
hovering above ground. Britannia’s and Peace’s racial 
superiority is emphasised not only by height but 
also by their blanched robes, in contradistinction to 
America’s dark robe covering her waist. What would, 
in contemporary feminist terms, be called the ‘white 
female saviour narrative’ on display in this image is 
re-defined in ‘Gamer-changer Britain’: Markle and 
the doctor behind her don the white robes, historical 
markers of white superiority, as women of colour. The 
image not only provides a corrective to the gendered 
racist hierarchies of the imperial age but also responds 
to oversights earlier in the history of post-imperial 
Britain. At one point in the Channel 4 News report, 
‘Strategy Partner’ Dan Hulse displays a storyboard 
drawing a line of continuity between racist skinheads 
brandishing the Union Jack and Gerri Halliwell’s Brit 
Award dress of the ‘Cool Britannia’ ’90s. Markle 
as ‘Brexitannia’ significantly reverses the near-
invisibilisation of women of colour during the Cool 
Britannia Zeitgeist, and she becomes shorthand for 
the multicultural Britain, welcoming of immigrants and 
racialised people, which was overlooked by the empty 
promises of two decades prior. The caption ‘Game-
changers welcome’ seeks to strike a relationship with 
the many ‘Immigrants/Refugee welcome’ placards 
that have been seen in anti-Brexit demonstrations, 
particularly given Markle’s American origins. As 
the embodiment of a health-giving warrior who is 
both a woman of colour and a recently naturalised 
British citizen (emphasised by her Union Jack shield), 
Markle’s ‘Brexitannia’ rehearses the possibility of 
intersectionality – feminism at the crossroads of race 
and gender, that allots agency to women of colour – in 
an age of Brexit which has been labelled variously as 
intolerant, neo-imperial, and racist.

Choosing the liberal Channel 4 News programme 
to market their ‘Game-changer Britain’ pitch, St Luke’s 
aimed their vision of an intersectional ‘Brexitannia’ at 
a mass audience on the left-leaning, anti-Brexit side. 
The campaign was taken up enthusiastically, but not 
by the intended political grouping. The Channel 4 
News audience were, ironically, largely sceptical, about 
the idea of an intersectional, immigrant Britannia. 
Economics correspondent Helia Ebrahimi posted 
‘Game-changer Britain’ on Twitter to announce the 
Channel 4 News report on the 19 November 2018. 

While some tweeters responded with enthusiasm, 
others noted the incompatibility of Markle and 
Britannia, based on an idea of the permanence of 
her foreignness (‘She’s American’; ‘Next ad no doubt 
– queue jumpers not wanted’). Other tweeters 
confessed indignation at the reinforcement of Scottish 
and Welsh exclusion in the idea of an immigrant 
Britannia hailing from the United States (‘NOTHING 
Scottish or Welsh in that campaign?? It’s like we don’t 
exist. And then you wonder why GB is so unpopular’; 
‘Once again—not for viewers in Scotland’ (in Ebrahimi, 
2018). Meanwhile, in the right-wing, pro-Brexit, 
newspaper The Express, Aurora Bosotti, enthused on 
21 November 2018, ‘Meghan Markle as BRITANNIA! 
Duchess of Sussex to promote Brexit Britain’. Bosotti 
notes the compatibility between Brexit and Markle’s 
Britannia, slotting the Duchess into a story about 
the British Royal Family’s capacity to act as trade 
negotiators when the UK leaves the EU. Markle’s 
marriage to Prince Harry makes her adaptable to the 
Royalist stance of the right-wing tabloids. In this sense, 
her role as ‘Brexitannia’ is nothing new, but repeats 
a history in which members of the royal family have 
inspired the nation’s allegory, first beginning with 
the Duchess of Richmond (1647–1702) who posed 
for the first Britannia medals and coins revived in 
seventeenth-century Britain and who, like Markle, 
was ‘well-known […] for her beauty’ (Eustace, 2006, 
p.328). What the Express’s circulation of Markle 
demonstrates is an agency of women of colour that 
may be made in the name of nationhood, confounding 
the popular liberal ‘myth’ (Eatwell & Goodwin, 2018, 
p.17) that all Brexit supporters nostalgically harbour 
designs for a return to pre-multicultural, racially 
pure, white Britain (e.g., Leonard, 2017; Dorling & 
Tomlinson, 2019).

On the right side of the political spectrum, Theresa 
May reappears as the health-imbued healer of the 
nation in Carla Miller’s accompanying illustration to 
an article entitled ‘Maggie May’ for Conservative Home, 
an online news and debate resource for (pro-Brexit) 
Conservatives in January 2017 (Goodman, 2017). 
Author Paul Goodman discusses the ‘formidable’ task 
that lay, at that time, before Theresa May of securing 
a deal with the European Union that coheres with the 
public wish to limit immigration while securing low-
tariff trading. The colour of ‘steel’ (Goodman, 2017) 
inflects American illustrator Miller’s image, as her 
Roman robe complement the former prime minister’s 
hair in differently nuanced greys as an index of the 
former Prime Minister’s age and experience. The 
variegated shades of grey recall May’s self-positioning 
as the new Thatcher-esque ‘Iron Lady’ of the Brexit 
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negotiations. May-as-Britannia clutches a Union Jack 
shield that is partially covered by her silvery robe 
and which, with the aid of Goodman’s description, 
is likened to a surfboard. As he writes, ‘May is more 
like a surfer riding the waves’ with ‘the great wave 
of the referendum result that, though closely fought, 
has given her the biggest mandate in history for her 
negotiation’ (2017). Indeed, in Miller’s illustration the 
healthily toned hand of May suggests a suntan gained 
through outdoor sport that clutches the Union Jack 
shield as one would carry a surfboard. The Britannia 
brush helmet, often red when depicted in colour, is 
cast in a blue-green hue with an S-shaped movement 
in the helmet’s tail completing the impression that it is 
at one with the sea that May is purported to ride with 
great skill and ‘steel[iness]’ (Goodman, 2017).

With the modernity of the surfer combined 
with the steely hues of a new ‘Iron Lady’, Carla 
Miller’s ‘Brexitannia’ in the figure of Theresa May 
becomes the nation’s healer, because she overturns 
the pathologisation of Britain from earlier decades, 
particularly at the moment when the UK joined the 
EEC in 1974. Britannia figured at this point in time 
not as the ‘sick man of Europe’, but as what may be 
described the ‘sick woman of Europe’ – an ageing 
woman whose sickness and proximity to death can 
only be abated by jumping aboard the EU ship. This 

latter trope, as Robert Saunders notes, was prevalent 
in the 1975 referendum on the European question 
in his cultural history Yes to Europe! (Saunders, 2018, 
p.380). The ‘sick woman of Europe’ can be seen, for 
instance, in the 1975 cartoon authored by Franklin 
and published in The Sun, which then supported EEC 
membership, on 2 June (reprinted in Saunders, 2018, 
p.147). In this illustration, Britannia has boarded a liner 
called ‘Europe’, alongside other prominent figures 
of the pro-European ‘Britain in Europe’ campaign 
such as former Tory prime minister Ted Heath and 
Roy Jenkins. Britannia’s age is visible in the deep 
bags under her eyes and wrinkles around her nose 
and mouth. The less-than-spritely national allegory 
on the ship represents the declining imperial nation 
of Britain, while HMS ‘Europe’ shields her from the 
treacherous waters, infested with sharks and octopi, 
surrounding her – a symbol of the political, economic, 
and social costs of not joining the community at this 
point in time. By contrast, Carla Millar’s cartoon for 
Conservative Home in 2017 recasts age, in the figure 
of Theresa May, as the picture of sun-kissed health 
capable of leading the nation to a cure through surfing 
the treacherous waters on her own. This draws 
on and modernises Britannia’s maritime prowess in 
previous centuries.

Allusions to national feminism that ‘heal’ the 

Figure 3.3: Mandy Boylett, still from Mandy Boylett’s ‘Britain’s Coming Home (Brexit Song)’, 2016. Song and video. (Reproduced 
with permission from the author)
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misogynistic ‘lad’ culture ’90s are present in the 
‘Brexit song’ parodies made by Mandy Boylett, 
who unsuccessfully stood for election as a UKIP 
representative in Stockton North in 2015. Boylett 
released, as part of the ‘Grassroots Out’ campaign 
to leave the European Union, the playful parodies 
‘Britain’s Coming Home (Brexit Song)’ in February 
2016 and ‘Get the Party Started (aka Brexit Song 
Two)’ in June 2016. The first song is a parody of 
the ‘Three Lions’ anthem, originally released by the 
Lightning Seeds, composed by British comedians 
Frank Skinner and David Baddiel, on the occasion of 
England’s hosting of the Euro championships in 1996. 
Boylett replaces the refrain ‘Football’s coming home’ 
with ‘Britain’s coming home’ (2016a), appealing to 
what Benedict Anderson had labelled an ‘imagined 
community’ (2006) built around the cultural signifier of 
British football. This community has been constructed 
in the popular imaginary, whether accurate or not, 
as ‘essentially proletarian’ (Blain et al, 1993, p. 5), 
male-, and white-dominated world. The videos 
hinge on a paradigm of accessibility to the masses 
(defined in gendered and classed terms), which is 
also reinforced by the seeming ordinariness of the 
video’s do-it-yourself aesthetic. Two women, both 
Boylett herself in a feat of computer trickery created 
in her basement, sing – poorly – ‘Britain’s Coming 
Home’ in front of Union Jack computer-generated 
background. Boylett frames the low-quality aesthetic 
in terms of a self-deprecatory sense of humour, which 
may be understood as performing nationhood as a 
quintessentially British form of comedy (Bracewell, 
1994). Boylett apologises in the end credits to her 
second ‘Brexit song’, a parody of Pink’s ‘Get the Party 
Started’, to the popstars whom she parodies (Boylett, 
2016b). An interlude from Nigel Farage impels the 
British people to reject the London metropolitan elite 
world of corporate banking, providing the final polish 
on a video that constructs the vote to leave the EU as 
the choice of the working-class British (recalling the 
humour) man (recalling the video’s football references).

 Boylett appeals to a white ‘lad culture’ audience 
similar to that cultivated during the period of Cool 
Britannia ’90s (described earlier), but her performance 
of an equally ordinary white British womanhood 
suggests a feminist-inflected rescripting of the 
Zeitgeist’s sexism, albeit while leaving its racial biases 
and white domination intact. In a sparkly Union Jack 
top, white shorts and knee-high boots, Boylett’s 
clothing is a parody of Gerri Halliwell’s Union Jack 
dress, drawing attention to the sexualising paucity 
of material of the former ‘Spice Girl’s’ original outfit 
at the 1997 Brit Awards, which was short enough to 

reveal blue underwear (fitting the national colours) 
and low-cut enough to reveal the popstar’s generous 
cleavage. Boylett’s strategy of bodily re-robing is also 
present in the knee-length Union Jack dress that she 
dons for her second ‘Brexit Song’, ‘Get the Party 
Started’ (2016b). Boylett’s songs therefore reconstruct 
Halliwell’s Britannia in the ‘Brexit’ moment nineteen 
years later as someone who chooses to cover up and 
whose body is, additionally, older and more realistically 
proportioned. Boylett combines her redefinition 
of Cool Britannia with an image of health, which is 
performed as a feminist show of strength. In both 
‘Britain’s Coming Home’ and ‘Get the Party Started’ 
she raises her fist in an allusion to the cultural icon of 
‘Rosie the Riveter’, the character who unrolls her to 
bear a muscular arm of Howard Miller’s 1943 poster. 
The poster was originally designed to recruit women 
to the war effort in the United States, but it has since 
been recuperated in the contemporary moment as 
a popular feminist motif. A middle-aged, healthy, and 
feminist ‘Brexitannia’ is juxtaposed with the EU, which 
is described in the lyrics of ‘Britain’s Coming Home’ as 
suffering from a kind of social sickness of corruption, 
criminality, and hunger for power—’want[ing] 
prisoners to vote’, being ‘full of flaws’, ‘overrul[ing] 
many laws’, ‘tak[ing] all our fish’ (Boylett, 2016a).

Halliwell’s ‘Girl Power’ Cool Britannia of the 
’90s becomes ‘mature woman power’ Brexitannia in 
Boylett’s parodies, reflecting an expression of gender 
agency in the name of the nation. Whether audiences 
loved or hated the videos, they were widely circulated 
(especially ‘Britain’s Coming Home’) on the internet, 
going ‘viral’ in a way that suggests viewers’ pleasure, 
acknowledged or not, gleaned from the videos’ 
playfulness. Indeed, ‘Britain’s Coming Home’ was 
described by Daniel Baddiel, who co-authored the 
original song ‘Football’s Coming Home’, as ‘brilliantly 
naff’ (in Wilkinson, 2016). The left-wing comedian, 
who may be described as, at least to some degree, a 
Brexit-sceptic,7 found Boylett’s ‘naffness’ enough of a 
reason to retweet her song. This retweet subsequently 
helped to spread Boylett’s Leave campaign message, 
receiving four hundred and sixty-eight responses, and 
three hundred and twenty-one ‘likes’. Here the idea 
of women’s agency in a performance of nation gains 
new meaning: Boylett’s humoristic ‘Brexitannia’ proved 
enough to persuade Baddiel, whose constant allusions 
to ‘twat’ on twitter place him as part of the video’s 
target ‘lad’ audience, to spread a pro-Brexit message 
that does not correspond fully to his convictions. 

7 For instance, he compared the Brexit process to the 
difficulty of quantum physics and the ‘fundamental structure 
of the universe’: ‘frustrating’ (see, Baddiel, 2019).
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Indeed, Baddiel performed this reluctant pleasure and 
suspension of political beliefs in his tweet re-posting 
the song: ‘Just to be clear: me and Frank [Skinner] 
didn’t give permission for this. But it’s so brilliantly 
naff, we might’ve anyway’ (quoted in Wilkinson, 2016).

Conclusion
This article has examined ways in which the figure 
of Britannia performs national hurt and healing that 
can be found throughout the history of the figure in 
the post-referendum British visual culture. This has 
allowed me to espy metaphorical wounds in the Brexit 
process where patriotic hubris seems dominant, such 
as Bradford Exchange’s Brexit commemorative coin’s 
unconscious articulation of Britain’s maritime and 
naval impotency. It has also enabled me to establish, 
more hopefully (and regardless of one’s convictions 
about whether Brexit is a ‘good’ or ‘bad’ choice for 
the country), opportunities for collective healing – 
particularly through the salve of humour and parody 
– at a time of uncertainty and, to many, of national 
emergency as the process of exiting the European 
Union becomes more complex and stalemated by the 
day.

In his book There Ain’t No Black in the Union Jack, 
cultural studies scholar Paul Gilroy contemplates 
examples in which diasporic identities have been made 
to coalesce with a notion of Britishness to powerful 
effect (2002). For instance, Lurline Champagnie, the 
first black woman candidate to stand for election 
for the Conservatives, declared to the cheers of a 
standing ovation at the Tory party conference in 1985, 
‘I am a Conservative, black and British and proud of 
all three’ (in Gilroy, 2002, p.60). Gilroy concludes that 
the left have not known how to mobilise patriotism 
like the Tories have, shying away from the claims 
of nationalist fascism that progressive liberals tend 
to associate with displays of national belonging. 
This complaint could also be lodged against the 
Remain campaign during the referendum on Brexit 
of 2016, which favoured the less culturally resonant 
European Union flag as a signifier to rally support 
over the Union Jack. The left-leaning examples of 
‘Brexitannia’ (St Luke’s campaign centring on Meghan 
Markle as Britannia and The New Statesman parody 
of Patsy Kensit as ‘Cool Britannia’) have tentatively 
demonstrated a turn towards the theme of national 
belonging as a source of strength for Brexit sceptics. 
However, this article has also shown that that the 
theme of women’s emancipation and/or agency may 
be made pliable to a right-wing, pro-Brexit agenda 
by means of the potent signifier of national belonging 
(expressed in Brexitannia’s Union Jack). St Luke’s 

‘Game-changer Britain’ was embraced more fully by 
the right-wing press than the liberal audiences for 
which it was intended. Left-wing sceptic David Baddiel 
was brought to disseminate a pro-Brexit, right-wing 
message in Mandy Boylett’s ‘Britain’s Coming Home’ 
despite himself.

It must therefore be asked, in concluding, the 
extent to which gendered agency expressed in the 
service of nationhood can be qualified as compatible 
with a left-wing politics or indeed with the notion 
of ‘feminism’ if the latter is understood to be based 
on the left-leaning collectivist abolition of structural 
differences caused by class, race, and gender. As 
Gilroy states, while ‘the ideological theme of national 
belonging may be malleable to some extent […] its 
links with the discourses of classes and “races” and 
the organizational realities of these groups are not 
arbitrary’ (2002, p.55). White nationalism does not 
simply disappear from the history of the Union Jack 
nor the latter’s presence in contemporary Britannia 
iconography simply because new forms of femininity 
– be it women of colour (Markle) or more mature, 
ordinary, or working-class women (Boylett) – perform 
national belonging. If this article has illustrated that 
gender scripts from Britannia’s history may be ‘healed’ 
to a certain extent in contemporary performances of 
‘Brexitannia’, racial ones remain ‘hurt’ by empire and 
a neo-imperial Brexit imaginary. The resultant effect 
is that white womanhood may use British nationhood 
as a conduit for emancipation, but women of colour 
– barring those who are deemed ‘good immigrants’ 
(Shukla, 2016) for their royalty, light-skinned 
complexion, or beauty – cannot appropriate the figure 
of Britannia for agency.



56

OPEN ARTS JOURNAL, ISSUE 8, SUMMER 2020 www.openartsjournal.orgISSN 2050-3679

Bibliography

1.    Amos, V. and P. Parmar (1984) ‘Challenging Imperial 
Feminism’, Feminist Review, vol.17, no.1, pp.3–19.

2    Anderson, B. (2006) Imagined Communities: 
Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, 
London, Verso. 

3.    Baddiel, D. (2019) ‘My thought for the Day: Brexit is 
like particle physics,’ iNews, 5 April, https://inews.co.uk/
opinion/comment/david-baddiel-my-thought-for-the-
day-brexit-is-like-particle-physics/, accessed 21.6.2020.

4.    Banks, M. (2006) ‘Performing neo-nationalism’ in M. 
Banks and A. Gingrich (eds) Neo-Nationalism in Europe 
and Beyond: Perspectives from Social Anthropology, Oxford, 
Berghahn. 

5.    Barclay, C. (1996) ‘The EU Common Fisheries 
Policy’, House of Commons Library Research Paper, 
16 January, https://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/
ResearchBriefing/Summary/RP96-6, accessed 21.6.2020.

6.    Black, J. (2016). ‘Celebrating British multiculturalism, 
lamenting England/Britain’s past,’ Journal of the 
Association for the Study of Ethnicity and Nationalism, 
vol.22, no.4, pp.786–802.

7.    Blain, N., Boyle, R. and O’Donnell, H. (1993) Sport 
and National Identity in the European Media, Leicester, 
Leicester University Press.

8.    Bosotti, A. (2018) ‘Meghan Markle as BRITANNIA! 
Duchess of Sussex to Promote Brexit Britain’, Daily 
Express, 21 November, https://www.express.co.uk/news/
royal/1047841/Meghan-Markle-Brexit-UK-economy-
boost-Royal-Family-latest-Prince-Harry, accessed 
21.6.2020.

9.    Boylett, M. (2016a) ‘Britain’s Coming Home (Brexit 
Song)’, YouTube, 22 February, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=BBi-KXc0CRk, accessed 21.6.2020.

10.    Boylett, M. (2016b) ‘Get The Party Started (Vote 
Leave) aka Brexit Song 2’, YouTube, 13 June, https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=VIEt_tZCHbM, accessed 
21.6.2020.

11.    Bracewell, M. (1994) ‘A laughing matter’, Observer, 
6 February, pp.4-5. 

12.    Bradford Exchange (2020a) ‘About us’, The 
Bradford Exchange, https://www.bradford.co.uk/about-us, 
accessed 14.6.2020.

13.    Bradford Exchange (2020b) ‘“UK EU Referendum” 
commemorative’, The Bradford Exchange, https://www.
bradford.co.uk/about-us, accessed 14.6.2020.

14.    Bradford Exchange (2020c) ‘“UK EU 
Referendum” 65mm oversized commemorative’, 
The Bradford Exchange, https://www.bradford.co.uk/
ukeucommemorative.html, accessed 14.6.2020.

15.    Channel 4 (2018) ‘Brand Brexit Britain: 
How to sell the UK after the EU’, Channel 4 
News, 19 November, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=0KFbRcruwy0, accessed 21.6.2020.

16.    Cosslett, R.L. (2016) ‘Theresa May says she’s a 
feminist. Let’s ask her to eradicate period poverty’, 
The Guardian, 13 December, https://www.theguardian.
com/commentisfree/2016/dec/13/theresa-may-feminist-
bloddy-difficult-woman-period-poverty-afford-tampons, 
accessed 14.6.2020.

17.    Dobson, A. and Marsh, S. (2017) Churchill and the 
Anglo-American Special Relationship, London, Routledge. 

18.    Dorling, D., and Tomlinson, S. (2019) Rule Britannia: 
Brexit and the End of Empire (e-book), Hull, Biteback.

19.    Duda-Mikulin, E. (2019) EU Migrant Workers, Brexit 
and Precarity: Polish Women’s Perspectives from Inside the 
UK, Bristol, Policy Press and Bristol University Press. 

20.    Dustin, M., Ferreira, N. and Millns, S. (eds.) 
(2019) (eds) Gender and Queer Perspectives on Brexit, 
Basingstoke, Palgrave.

21.    Dresser, M. (1989) ‘Britannia’ in R. Samuel (ed.) 
Patriotism: The Making and Unmaking of British Identity, 
London, Routledge.

22.    Eatwell, R. and M. Goodwin (2018) National 
Populism: The Revolt Against Liberal Democracy, London, 
Pelican.

23.    Ebrahimi, E. [@heliaebrahimi] (2018) 
‘WATCH @Channel4News TONIGHT as we 
[...]’, Twitter, https://twitter.com/heliaebrahimi/
status/1064580398422917120, accessed 21.6.2020.

24.    Eustace, K. (2006) ‘Britannia: Some high points in 
the history of iconography on British coinage’, British 
Numismatic Journal, no.76, pp.323–36. 

25.    Farage, N. (2016). ‘This will be a victory for real 
people’, The Guardian, 24 June, https://www.theguardian.
com/politics/video/2016/jun/24/nigel-farage-eu-
referendum-this-victory-for-real-people-video. 

26.    Fergusson, J. (2018) Al-Britannia, My Country: A 
Journey through Muslim Britain Other, London, Transworld 
Digital.

27.    Gill, R. (2017) ‘The affective, cultural, and psychic 
life of postfeminism: A postfeminist sensibility 10 years 
on’, European Journal of Cultural Studies, vol.20, no.6, 
pp.606–26.

https://inews.co.uk/opinion/comment/david-baddiel-my-thought-for-the-day-brexit-is-like-particle-physics-276877
https://inews.co.uk/opinion/comment/david-baddiel-my-thought-for-the-day-brexit-is-like-particle-physics-276877
https://inews.co.uk/opinion/comment/david-baddiel-my-thought-for-the-day-brexit-is-like-particle-physics-276877
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/rp96-6/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/rp96-6/
https://www.express.co.uk/news/royal/1047841/Meghan-Markle-Brexit-UK-economy-boost-Royal-Family-latest-Prince-Harry
https://www.express.co.uk/news/royal/1047841/Meghan-Markle-Brexit-UK-economy-boost-Royal-Family-latest-Prince-Harry
https://www.express.co.uk/news/royal/1047841/Meghan-Markle-Brexit-UK-economy-boost-Royal-Family-latest-Prince-Harry
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BBi-KXc0CRk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BBi-KXc0CRk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VIEt_tZCHbM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VIEt_tZCHbM
https://www.bradford.co.uk/about-us
https://www.bradford.co.uk/ukeucommemorative.html
https://www.bradford.co.uk/ukeucommemorative.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0KFbRcruwy0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0KFbRcruwy0
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/dec/13/theresa-may-feminist-bloddy-difficult-woman-period-poverty-afford-tampons
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/dec/13/theresa-may-feminist-bloddy-difficult-woman-period-poverty-afford-tampons
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/dec/13/theresa-may-feminist-bloddy-difficult-woman-period-poverty-afford-tampons
https://twitter.com/heliaebrahimi/status/1064580398422917120
https://twitter.com/heliaebrahimi/status/1064580398422917120
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/video/2016/jun/24/nigel-farage-eu-referendum-this-victory-for-real-people-video
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/video/2016/jun/24/nigel-farage-eu-referendum-this-victory-for-real-people-video
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/video/2016/jun/24/nigel-farage-eu-referendum-this-victory-for-real-people-video


57

OPEN ARTS JOURNAL, ISSUE 8, SUMMER 2020 www.openartsjournal.orgISSN 2050-3679

28.    Gilroy, P. (2002) There Ain’t No Black in the Union 
Jack: The Cultural Politics of Race and Nation, London, 
Routledge. 

29.    Goodman, P. (2017) ‘Maggie May’, Conservative 
Home, 18 January, https://www.conservativehome.
com/thetorydiary/2017/01/maggie-may.html, accessed 
21.5.2020.

30.    Harris, J. (2017) ‘Cool Britannia: Where did it 
all go wrong?’, New Statesman, 1 May, https://www.
newstatesman.com/1997/2017/05/cool-britannia-
where-did-it-all-go-wrong, accessed 14.6.2020.

31.    Herr, R.S. (2003) ‘The possibility of nationalist 
feminism’, Hypatia, vol.18, no.3, pp.135–60.

32.    Hunt, T. (2003) Defining John Bull: Political Caricature 
and National Identity in Late Georgian England, London, 
Routledge.

33.    Leonard, M. (1997) Britain™: Renewing Our 
Identity, London, Demos, https://www.demos.co.uk/files/
britaintm.pdf, accessed 21.6.2020.

34.    Leonard, M. (2017) ‘How Britain lost its 
cool’, Project-Syndicate, 4 October, https://www.
project-syndicate.org/commentary/cool-britannia-
and-merkels-germany-by-mark-leonard-2017-
10?barrier=accesspaylog, accessed 21.6.2020.

35.    Major, E. (2012) Madam Britannia: Women, Church, 
and Nation 1712–1812, Oxford, Oxford University 
Press. 

36.    Merriam-Webster (2020) Merriam-Webster, 
https://www.merriam-webster.com/, accessed 
14.6.2020.

37.    McRobbie, A. (2008) The Aftermath of Feminism: 
Gender, Culture and Social Change, London, SAGE. 

38.    Saunders, R. (2018) Yes to Europe! The 1975 
Referendum and Seventies Britain, Cambridge, Cambridge 
University Press.

39.    Scarfe, G. (n.d.a) ‘Theresa May – Brexit’, Gerald 
Scarfe: The Official Website, https://www.geraldscarfe.
com/shop/discount/theresa-may-onward/, accessed 
14.6.2020.

40.    Scarfe, G. (n.d.b) ‘Theresa May – Onward’, Gerald 
Scarfe: The Official Website, https://www.geraldscarfe.
com/shop/discount/theresa-may-onward/, accessed 
14.6.2020.

41.    Shukla, N. (ed.) (2016) The Good Immigrant, 
London, Unbound Digital.

42.    Sinha, M. (2006) Gender and Nation, Washington, 
American Historical Association. 

43.    Smith, M. (2006) ‘Visual culture studies: Questions 
of history, theory, and practice’ in A. Jones (ed.) A 
Companion to Contemporary Art Since 1945, Malden, 
Blackwell. 

44.    Valaskivi, K. (2016) Cool Nations: Media and the 
Social Imaginary of the Branded Country, London. 

45.    Warner, M. (1985) Monuments and Maidens: The 
Allegory of the Female Form, London, Weidenfeld and 
Nicolson.

46.    Wilkinson, M. (2016) ‘Ukip’s anti-EU Three Lions 
parody song “Britain’s Coming Home” wins backing of 
David Baddiel for being “brilliantly naff”’, The Telegraph, 
23 October. https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/
newstopics/eureferendum/12170488/britains-coming-
home-eu-referendum-david-baddiel.html, 21.6.2020.

47.    Wilson, K. (2003) The Island Race: Englishness, 
Empire and Gender in the Eighteenth Century, London, 
Routledge. 

48.    Wilson, K. (1995) The Sense of the People: Politics, 
Culture, and Imperialism in England, 1715–1785, 
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press. 

49.    Yonan, M. (2011). ‘Toward a fusion of art history 
and material cultural studies,’ West 86th: A Journal of 
Decorative Arts, Design History, and Material Culture, vol. 
18, no. 2, pp.232–48. 

https://www.conservativehome.com/thetorydiary/2017/01/maggie-may.html
https://www.conservativehome.com/thetorydiary/2017/01/maggie-may.html
https://www.newstatesman.com/1997/2017/05/cool-britannia-where-did-it-all-go-wrong
https://www.newstatesman.com/1997/2017/05/cool-britannia-where-did-it-all-go-wrong
https://www.newstatesman.com/1997/2017/05/cool-britannia-where-did-it-all-go-wrong
https://www.demos.co.uk/files/britaintm.pdf
https://www.demos.co.uk/files/britaintm.pdf
https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/cool-britannia-and-merkels-germany-by-mark-leonard-2017-10?barrier=accesspaylog
https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/cool-britannia-and-merkels-germany-by-mark-leonard-2017-10?barrier=accesspaylog
https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/cool-britannia-and-merkels-germany-by-mark-leonard-2017-10?barrier=accesspaylog
https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/cool-britannia-and-merkels-germany-by-mark-leonard-2017-10?barrier=accesspaylog
https://www.merriam-webster.com
https://www.geraldscarfe.com/shop/discount/theresa-may-onward/
https://www.geraldscarfe.com/shop/discount/theresa-may-onward/
https://www.geraldscarfe.com/shop/discount/theresa-may-onward/
https://www.geraldscarfe.com/shop/discount/theresa-may-onward/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/newstopics/eureferendum/12170488/britains-coming-home-eu-referendum-david-baddiel.html
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/newstopics/eureferendum/12170488/britains-coming-home-eu-referendum-david-baddiel.html
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/newstopics/eureferendum/12170488/britains-coming-home-eu-referendum-david-baddiel.html


58

OPEN ARTS JOURNAL, ISSUE 8, SUMMER 2020 www.openartsjournal.orgISSN 2050-3679


