“African Odyssey: The Middle Passage Remembered” Photo Exhibition Opens Feb. 5, 2000, at the Black History Museum and Cultural Center of Virginia

Exhibition Features the Work of College of William and Mary Professor Joanne M. Braxton

(Richmond, Virginia) . . . A stirring photo exhibition featuring the faces and scenes of Ghana, Ivory Coast and Senegal, West Africa at the Black History Museum and Cultural Center of Virginia on Feb. 5, 2000, and continues through May 17, 2000. 

The work of College of William and Mary Professor Joanne M. Braxton, the color photos in “African Odyssey: The Middle Passage Remembered,” tell the story of Braxton’s West African pilgrimage, organized with the Pittsburgh Urban League, in the summer of 1998. Braxton traveled to West Africa as a prelude to writing a three-act multi-media performance piece, “Deep River,” which she recently completed. Although she conducted an extensive study of the transatlantic slave trade before her trip, her personal African odyssey added an essential dimension to her research. A widely published author and a popular speaker, Braxton directs the Middle Passage Project at the College of William and Mary.

The photographs, taken with a Nikon tourist class camera, were not intended for exhibition. Rather, Braxton took the photos as visual reminders to jog her memory and support her notes once she returned home and sat down to write “Deep River.” After viewing the photographs, however, she decided to share them publicly.

“When I saw the pictures, I realized that they tell a story, a very personal story that explores the problem of memory and the meaning of being an African American in ways that I had neither anticipated nor expected,” Braxton said.

The photographs have been exhibited at the College of William and Mary, at the Jamestown-Yorktown Foundation, at Munster University in Germany and at various public libraries in Virginia.

The exhibition of “African Odyssey” is designed to generate popular interest in “Monuments of the Black Atlantic: History, Memory, Politics,” an international conference sponsored by the Middle Passage Project and the Collegium of African American Research (CAAR). To be held in Williamsburg, Va., from May 24-28, 2000, the conference will examine interdisciplinary topics ranging from storytelling and the oral tradition to the role of politics in African independence to dance and gesture. “Monuments of the Black Atlantic” has attracted international scholars who will examine, and ultimately expand, current knowledge and understanding of Africans in the Diaspora. Featured speakers include artist Tom Feelings; Phillip Morgan, professor of history at William and Mary and editor of the prestigious history journal the William & Mary Quarterly; and cultural critics Genevieve and Michel Fabre. The conference’s opening ceremonies will be at the Hampton University Museum on May 24, 2000.

The conference is funded by the Virginia Foundation for the Humanities, the College of William and Mary and CAAR, with assistance from Hampton University and the Colonial Williamsburg Foundation. For more information, please access the conference web site at www.wm.edu\mid-pass.
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