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E x hi biti o n  r e vi e  w:   Bl a c k   Atl a nti c:  p o  w e r,
p e o pl e,  r e si st a n c e

B e n  C a rs o n

S e ni o r  Li b r a r y   Assist a nt,  C a  m b ri d g e  C e nt r e  of   Af ri c a n  St u di es  Li b r a r y
E  m ail:  b c a rs o n 9  @ u  w o. c a

A c o nte nt   w ar ni n g st ates at se ver al p oi nts t hr o u g h o ut t he e x hi biti o n:  ‘T his e x hi biti o n e x pl ores
t he  mes  of  e nsl a ve  me nt  a n d  r acis  m.  It  i ncl u des  de picti o ns  of  sl a ver y  a n d  o bjects  li n ke d  t o
vi ole nce  a n d  e x pl oit ati o n ’.1 T his  re vie w  d oes  as   well.

T h e Fit z  willi a  m   M us e u  m h as s killf ull y d eli v e r e d its   m ost i  m p o rt a nt e x hi biti o n t o d at e:
Bl ac k  Atl a nti c:  p o wer,  pe o ple,  resist a nce   ( h e r e aft e r  Bl ac k  Atl a ntic ).  It  is  a  t ri u  m p h  of
c u r at o ri al  c oll a b o r ati o n  a n d  e x p e rt  r es e a r c h,  c a r ef ull y  c r aft e d i nt o  a  n a r r ati v e  t h at
dis r u pt s  o u r  hist o ri c al  u n d e rst a n di n g  of  Ri c h a r d  Fit z  willi a  m,  t h e  f o u n di n g  of  t h e
M us e u  m,   a n d   o u r   p e r c e pti o ns   of   E u r o p e a n   vis u al   c ult u r e  i n  t h e   c o  m pli cit y   of
p e r p et u ati n g  a n d j ustif yi n g  t h e  t r a ns atl a nti c  e nsl a v e  m e nt  of   Af ri c a n  p e o pl es.

T h e n a  m e d r a  ws o n R o b e rt F a r ris T h o  m ps o n 2 a n d P a ul Gil r o y ’s 3 r es p e cti v e   w riti n g s
o n   Bl a c k   vis u al   c ult u r e   a n d  t h e    Atl a nti c ’s   ‘ri c h   c o n c e pt u al   s p a c e  f o r  li  mitl ess
i  m a gi n ati o n,  t r a ns  missi o n  a n d  e x c h a n g e’4 t h at  g r e  w  as  a  r es ult  of  t h e  vi ol e nt  4 0 0
y e a rs  of  E u r o p e ’s  b a r b a ri c   missi o n t o f o r c ef ull y t r a ns p o rt   m o r e t h a n t  w el v e   milli o n
Af ri c a ns  a c r oss  t h e  o c e a n.

St r et c hi n g  o v e r t h e fi rst t h r e e r o o  ms  of t h e   M us e u  m ’s t o p fl o o r, t h e  e x hi biti o n is
t h e fi rst t h at visit o r s a r e i n cli n e d t o p e r us e   w h e n c o  mi n g t h r o u g h t h e g r a n d st ai r c as e
e nt r a n c e,  t h o u g h  it ’s  l ess  o b vi o us  t o  g u ests  r e q ui ri n g  t h e  lift  f o u n d  at  t h e    m ai n
e nt r a n c e  at  t h e  o p p osit e  e n d.   At  t h at  e n d it  d o es,  h o  w e v e r,  h a v e  f ai r  di r e cti o ns  t o
Bl ac k  Atl a ntic  a n d  si g n a g e  e x pl ai ni n g  t h e  t a r ni s h e d  o ri gi ns  of  Ri c h a r d  Fit z  willi a  m ’s
b e q u est  s u  m  of  £ 1 0 0, 0 0 0  t h at  all o  w e d t h e   m us e u  m  t o  o p e n.

©  T h e   A ut h o r(s), 2 0 2 4.  P u blis h e d b y C a  m b ri d g e   U ni v e r sit y P r ess o n b e h alf of t h e I nt e r n ati o n al   Af ri c a n I nstit ut e.  T his is
a n    O p e n    A c c es s   a rti cl e,   dist ri b ut e d   u n d e r   t h e   t e r  ms   of   t h e   C r e ati v e   C o  m  m o ns    Att ri b uti o n   li c e n c e   ( htt p: / /
c r e ati v e c o  m  m o ns. o r g /li c e n s es / b y / 4. 0 / ),   w hi c h  p e r  mits  u n r est ri ct e d  r e- u s e,  dist ri b uti o n  a n d  r e p r o d u cti o n,  p r o vi d e d
t h e  o ri gi n al  a rti cl e is  p r o p e rl y  cit e d.
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T h e  o bj e cts  o n  dis pl a y  a r e    m ostl y  f r o  m  t h e    M us e u  m ’s  c oll e cti o n,  b ut  a r e  als o
d r a  w n   f r o  m    ot h e r    C a  m b ri d g e     m us e u  ms,   t h e    C a  m b ri d g e     U ni v e rsit y    Li b r a r y,
H e r b a ri u  m,  v a ri o us  c oll e g es,  a n d  ot h e r  i nt e r n ati o n al  c oll e cti o ns  a n d  i nstit uti o ns.
T h e  e x hi biti o n  h el pf ull y  c u r at e s  a  n a r r ati v e j o u r n e y f r o  m   W est   Af ri c a t o  S o ut h  a n d
N o rt h    A  m e ri c a,  t h e   C a ri b b e a n   a n d   E u r o p e,   e asil y  f oll o  w e d   b y  t h e    m ost   n o vi c e
m us e u  m- g o e r.

A  p r o v o ki n g j u xt a p ositi o n  of   P ortr ait  of  a   M a n i n  a  Re d  S uit  a n d  P ortr ait  of t he   H o n.
Ric h ar d Fitz willi a  m, F ut ure 7t h  Visc o u nt Fitz willi a  m of   Merri o n 1 7 4 5 – 1 8 1 6  g r e ets  y o u  at t h e
e ntr a n c e   ( Fi g ur e   1 ).   C o  m p ari n g   t h e   t  w o   p ai nti n gs   –   t h e   f or  m er’s   sitt er  i d e ntit y
c o nti n u all y c o nt est e d f or h u n dr e ds of y e ars, a n d t h e ot h er ’s d et ail e d p ers o n a, pr o v e n a n c e
a n d n e  w-f o u n d li n ks t o t h e tr a ns atl a nti c tr a d e a n d e nsl a v e  m e nt of  Afri c a n p e o pl es  –  b e gs
y o u t o t a k e t his  n oti o n  of  q u esti o ni n g  hist or y   wit h  y o u t hr o u g h t h e  e x hi biti o n.

A   W arri  b o ar d i n t he  s h a pe  of  a  b o at,   wit h  pl a y  c o u nters  ,  c r e at e d  b y  a n   U n r e c o r d e d
m a k e r, c a u g ht   m y e y e a n d t h at of a c oll e a g u e I   w as visiti n g   wit h.   Wi d el y b eli e v e d t o b e
of   A k a n o ri gi n,  w arri  (t h e  n a  m e v a ri es b as e d o n t h e c o u nt r y) is a p o p ul a r g a  m e a c r oss
W est   Af ri c a  a n d t h e   w o rl d.   M y  c oll e a g u e  r e c o u nt e d  h o  w t h ei r f at h e r  us e d t o  pl a y it
wit h a st r e et v e n d o r i n   A bij d a n a n d l at e r b r o u g ht  h o  m e a s et t o t h ei r f a  mil y. S e ei n g it
wit hi n t his  c o nt e xt  b r o u g ht  n e  w,  c riti c al   m e a ni n g t o t h e  g a  m e f o r t h e  m,  a f e eli n g I
s e ns e   w as  a   m ai n  g o al  b e hi n d  t h e  e x hi biti o n.

Fi g u r e  1.   P o rt r ait  of a   M a n i n a   R e d S uit,   U n r e c o r d e d   m a k e r, a n d  P o rt r ait  of t h e   H o n.   Ri c h a r d Fit z  willi a  m,

F ut u r e  7t h   Vis c o u nt  Fit z  willi a  m  of   M e r ri o n  1 7 4 5 – 1 8 1 6, J os e p h    W ri g ht  of   D e r b y.
P h ot o g r a p h:  L e  wis   R o n al d.  P h ot o g r a p h   ©   U ni v e rsit y  of   C a  m b ri d g e,   T h e  Fit z  willi a  m   M us e u  m.
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B a r b a r a    W al k e r ’s  V a nis hi n g  P oi nt   s e ri es,  t  w o  of    w hi c h  a p p e a r  i n  Bl ac k  Atl a ntic ,
r e-i  m a gi n es   w ell- k n o  w n  p ai nti n gs  t o  c e nt r e  t h ei r  l a r g el y  u n dis c uss e d  o r  dis  miss e d
bl a c k   c o  m p a n y.   V a nis hi n g   P oi nt   2 9  ( D u yster)   a p p e a rs   o n  t h e  f r o nt   c o v e r   of  t h e
e x hi biti o n  c at al o g u e  a n d  as  t h e f a c e  of  ot h e r  p r o  m oti o n al   m at e ri al.

K eit h  Pi p e r ’s  T he  C ol o ure ds ’ C o de x  (E nli g hte n  me nt  E diti o n )  r e- c ol o u rs  t h e  r e v olti n g
t r e n d of pl a nt ati o n o  w n e rs assi g ni n g j o bs t o t h ei r e nsl a v e d s u bj e cts b y c o  m pl e xi o n. It
is  a  b r o a d e r  c o  m  m e nt a r y  o n  Ri c h a r d   W all e r’s  g r ot es q u e  a rti cl e   w ritt e n i n  1 6 8 6 t h at,
t h e n,  s ci e ntifi c all y  g a r n e r e d  a c c e pt a n c e t h at  p e o pl e   w e r e  v al u e d l ess  o r   m o r e  b as e d
o n  t h ei r  s ki n  c ol o u r.

Q u esti o ni n g   f as hi o n   a n d   c o ns u  m pti o n   t r e n ds,   Bl ac k   Atl a ntic   t h e n   e x a  mi n es
m a h o g a n y,   ‘a  t r o pi c al  h a r d  w o o d   w h os e  E n glis h  n a  m e  d e ri v es  f r o  m  “ m   ’o g a n w o ” ,  a
t e r  m  us e d  b y  t h e   Y o r u b a  a n d I b o  p e o pl es  of    W est   Af ri c a ’5 .

I nt e nti o n all y  pl a c e d  b et  w e e n    Willi a  m  K e nt’s  P air  of  u p h olstere d  ar  mc h airs   (  m a d e
f r o  m    m a h o g a n y  a n d  b e e c h,  a n d  u p h olst e r e d   wit h  y ell o  w  sil k)  is  a  s  m all  s c ul pt u r e
c all e d  S as a  b o a  c r e at e d  b y  G h a n ai a n  a rtist   Os ei  B o ns u i n  1 9 3 5 ( Fi g u r e  2 ).   Als o   m a d e
li k el y  f r o  m    m a h o g a n y,  it  e  m ul at es  s as a b o ns a  m,  t h e   A k a n  c o n c e pti o n  of  e vil  s pi rits,
oft e n us e d t o r ef e r t o e nsl a v e rs. T h ei r a dj a c e n c y is a   m ast e rf ul c o  m p a ris o n of h o  w t h e
f o r  m e rl y  e nsl a v e d  r e p u r p os e d  t h ei r  o p p r ess o r s’ e xt r a cti o n  of   w o o d f r o  m  C a ri b b e a n
n ati o ns.

Fi g u r e 2.   P ai r  of u p h olst e r e d a r  m c h ai rs,    Willi a  m   K e nt, a n d  S as a b o a ,   Os ei  B o ns u. P h ot o g r a p h   ©   U ni v e rsit y

of   C a  m b ri d g e,   T h e  Fit z  willi a  m   M us e u  m.

5 A v e r y,    V.,  Ri c h a r ds,  J.  S.  a n d  Fit z  willi a  m    M us e u  m  ( 2 0 2 4)   Bl ac k  Atl a ntic:  p o wer,  pe o ple,  resist a nce.
C a  m bri d ge:  Fitz willi a  m   M use u  m,  Se pte  m ber  2 0 2 3  –  J a n u ar y  2 0 2 4.  1 2 7.
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N e a r b y, y o u  ’r e   m et   wit h a si g n titl e d  ‘Fi cti o n i n  p ai nt ’.  T his  d es c ri b es t h e   w o r k it’s
att a c h e d t o,  p ai nt e d  b y  D ut c h  m a n  F r a ns  P ost  a n d  c all e d  A  S u g ar   Mill  Dri ve n  b y   W ater
wit h  O ve ns   w here S u g arc a ne J uice is B oile d t o   m a ke S u g ar  .   N ot o nl y di d E u r o p e a ns e  m pl o y
e nsl a v e d  l a b o u r  f o r  b r ut all y  e xt r a cti v e    m e as u r es,  b ut  t h e y  als o  t ri e d  t o  e r as e  a n y
n oti o n   of  its   o p p r essi v e   n at u r e   a n d  t h ei r    w r o n g- d oi n g,   as  is   e vi d e nt  i n   P ost ’s
r o  m a nti ci z e d  l a n ds c a p e  vi e  w  of  t his  pl a nt ati o n  i n  B r a zil.   O n e  of    m a n y  t e xt- b as e d
p ost e rs  n e a r t h e  e n d  of t h e  e x hi biti o n  d e cl a r es  pl ai nl y  a n d  a ptl y t h at t h es e  ‘o bj e cts
s a nitis e t h e t r a ns atl a nti c sl a v e t r a d e s o s u c c essf ull y t h at t h e y bli n d t h ei r o  w n e rs t o its
a bj e ct  vi ol e n c e. ’

Al e xis  P es ki n e  g r e ets  y o u  at  t h e  e n d  of  t h e  e x hi biti o n   wit h   If á ( Fi g u r e  3 ),  a  s elf-
p o rt r ait of n ails o n l u  m b e r, s o a k e d   wit h c off e e a n d e a rt h, n e xt t o a n i nt e r g e n e r ati o n al
p o e  m  o n  ‘b ei n g ’ d e di c at e d t o  his  a n c est o rs.  If á is t h e   Y o r u b a-  W est   Af ri c a n  di vi n ati o n
s yst e  m  a n d  is  h o  w  k n o  wl e d g e  is  p ass e d  f r o  m  o n e  g e n e r ati o n  t o  t h e  n e xt.  P es ki n e
d r a  ws  o n t his  hist o ri c   w a y  of t r a ns  mitti n g,  e  m ul ati n g  his f r a ct u r e d  B r a zili a n f a  mil y
m e  m b e rs  t o  e x p r es s  b ei n g  r o b b e d  of  t h e  p ast.

C a r r yi n g o n t o its l eft, I f e el as t h o u g h I h a v e st u  m bl e d i nt o a   mi ni at u r e Li b r a r y   wit h a
wi d e s el e cti o n of Bl a c k- a n d a rt-f o c us e d b o o ks.  N e xt t o t his is a n i n viti n g s p a c e t o sit a n d
r efl e ct  o n t h e e x hi biti o n   wit h s p r a  wli n g   w all  p r o  m pts li k e  ‘I a  m c u ri o us   w h y : : : ’ a n d
‘F o r   m e, t h e f ut u r e l o o ks li k e  : : : ’ ( Fi g u r e 4 ).   U n d e r n e at h t h e p r o  m pts a r e h o o ks   w h e r e
visit o rs h a n g t h ei r r es p o ns es.  A n o v e r  w h el  mi n g n u  m b e r of t h e  m r el a y t h ei r c o n vi cti o n
t h at t h e Fit z  willi a  m   M us e u  m  h as a n  o bli g ati o n t o   m a k e Bl ac k  Atl a ntic  p e r  m a n e nt.

T h e   a c c o  m p a n yi n g   e x hi biti o n   c at al o g u e,   a v ail a bl e  f or   a  r e as o n a bl e   £ 2 0,  is   a n
e nri c hi n g ai d f or t h os e   w h o   w a nt f urt h e r u n d erst a n di n g of  Bl ac k Atl a ntic  a n d its o bj e cts.

Fi g u r e  3.   If á,   Al e xis  P es ki n e.  P h ot o g r a p h   ©   U ni v e rsit y  of   C a  m b ri d g e,   T h e  Fit z  willi a  m   M us e u  m.
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G u est   c o ntri b uti o ns,   s u c h   as   B e nj a  mi n a   Ef u a   D a d zi e ’s   r efl e cti o n   o n  t h e   c ult ur al
si g nifi c a n c e  of   A k a n  g ol d    w ei g hts,  El e a n or  St e p h e ns o n ’s  d es c ri pti o n  of  t h e  birt h  of
s ci e ntifi c  r a cis  m,  a n d  Est h er  C h a d  wi c k ’s  tr a ci n g  of  bl a c k n ess i n  a rt  b ef or e  a n d  aft er
sl a v e r y  a r e  all  d e e pl y   m o vi n g  a n d   m a d e   m e  st o p t o  r efl e ct  at  e a c h t u r n  of t h e  p a g e.

A g ai nst  t h e  b a c k d r o p  of  C a  m b ri d g e   U ni v e rsit y ’s  r e c e nt  L e g a ci es  of  E nsl a v e  m e nt
R e p o rt 6 a n d si  mil a r p ast e x hi biti o ns t h at c riti c all y e n g a g e   wit h  Bl a c k vis u al c ult u r e i n
t h e   s a  m e   c o nt e xt,   Bl ac k   Atl a ntic   b uil ds   o n   t h e   p u bli c ’s   i n c r e as e d   d e  m a n d   f o r
i nstit uti o n al  t r a ns p a r e n c y,  a n d  is  p ositi o n e d  p e rf e ctl y  as  t h e  fi rst  i n  a  s e ri es  of
e x hi biti o ns  a n d  g all e r y i nt e r v e nti o ns  pl a n n e d  b y  t h e   M us e u  m f o r  2 0 2 3 – 2 6.

A   w al k t h r o u g h  Bl ac k  Atl a nti c  c h all e n g es  y o u i n a   w el c o  mi n g a n d a c c essi bl e   w a y t o
b e  c riti c al  of   w h at ’s  a r o u n d  y o u  a n d  eff e cti v el y t o  c o nsi d e r t h e  v ali dit y  of  hist o ri c al
n a r r ati v es. It is  n o l o n g e r  a c c e pt a bl e t o  b e  a  p ass e n g e r t o t his  n a r r ati v e,  e vi d e nt  b y
t h e c u r at e d s p a c e at t h e e n d as ki n g y o u t o l e a v e y o u r t h o u g hts a n d i d e as f o r t h e  n e xt
visit o rs  t o  p o n d e r.

Fi g u r e  4.   R efl e cti o n  z o n e.  P h ot o g r a p h   ©   U ni v e rsit y  of   C a  m b ri d g e,   T h e  Fit z  willi a  m   M us e u  m.

6 U ni v e rsit y  of  C a  m b ri d g e ( 2 0 2 0)   U ni versit y of  C a  m bri d ge  A d vis or y  Gr o u p o n  Le g acies of  E nsl a ve  me nt Fi n al
Re p ort . htt ps: / /  w  w  w. c a  m. a c. u k /s yst e  m /fil es /l e g a ci es_ of_ e nsl a v e  m e nt_ r e p o rt_ 2 1. 0 9. 2 0 2 2. p df ,  a c c ess e d  3

J a n u a r y  2 0 2 4.

Cit e t hi s  a rti cl e:  C a rs o n,  B. ( 2 0 2 4).  ‘E x hi biti o n  r e vi e  w:  Bl a c k   Atl a nti c:  p o  w e r,  p e o pl e,  r esist a n c e ’. Afric a
Bi bli o gr a p h y,  Rese arc h  a n d  D oc u  me nt ati o n  3 ,  8 0– 8 4.  htt ps: / / d oi. o r g / 1 0. 1 0 1 7 / a b d. 2 0 2 4. 4
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