
The Black Atlantic
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ARTHIST 383
ICS 226S-01

Mondays & Wednesdays, 
12noon - 1:15pm

Professor Richard J. Powell, 
Instructor

Introduction to 
Course



Readings from an assortment of books & 
journals (on Sakai, Duke University 
Libraries, & Amazon or Kindle purchase)



Robert Farris Thompson 
(1932-2021), Pioneering 
art historian of the Arts 
of the African Diaspora. 
Left: Flash of the Spirit: 
African & Afro-American 
Art & Philosophy (New 
York: Random House, 
1983). Above: Robert 
Farris Thompson, 
Aesthetic of the Cool: 
Afro-Atlantic Art and 
Music (New York: 
Periscope Publishing, 
Ltd., 2011)

Books on Sakai, Duke 
University Libraries, & 
Amazon or Kindle 
purchase



What is Black 
Atlantic culture?



Above: Benjamin Henry Latrobe, detail of a bamboula,
Congo Square, New Orleans, LA, February 19, 1819.  
Drawing. Below: Film still from Beyonce: Black is King 
(2020), with a copy of Robert Farris Thompson’s Black 
Gods and Kings (1971). Right: Hip-hop artist Young 
Thug, 2018.  Photograph by Petra Collins.



Clockwise from upper left: Woman winnowing rice in a coil-grass 
basket, Charleston, SC, 1980s. Ricky Moore, chef & owner of the 
Saltbox, Durham, NC, 2022 winner of the James Beard award. 
Shrimp Etoufee, classic Louisiana stew.



Above: Slave quarters, Horton Grove, Stagville Plantation, Durham 
County, NC, 1850s. Below: National Museum of African American 
History & Culture, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C., opened 
in 2016. Right: NMAAHC architect of record Phil Freelon (1953-
2019) & NMAAHC designer David Adjaye, circa 2016.



Left: Gucci reproduction of Harlem fashion designer Dapper Dan’s jacket design, using Gucci fabric, 2017. Center: 
Pyer Moss, Fall/Winter 2021/2022 collection. Right: Virgil Abloh, Louis Vuitton Fall 2021 Men’s collection.



Right: John Antrobus, Plantation Burial, 1860.  Oil 
on canvas.  Below: Archibald J. Motley, Jr, Tongues 
(Holy Rollers), 1929.  Oil on canvas.  Below right: 
The Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., 
speaking at the March in Washington for Jobs & 
Freedom, August 28, 1963. Photograph.



Clockwise from upper left: Zion Williamson 
scoring during the Duke versus Syracuse 
basketball game, March 15, 2019. Kylian 
Mbappe, football player for France, 2021. 
The Jamaican Women’s Relay Team 
celebrating after their victory at the Tokyo 
Olympics, August 2021.



Above: A member of the “Black Indians,” 
Mardi Gras, New Orleans, LA, circa 1970s.  
Below left: Second Liners, New Orleans, LA, 
circa 1950s.

Right: Wayne Miller, 
South Siders watching 
the Bud Biliken Parade, 
Chicago, IL, 1947.  
Photograph.



Clockwise from upper left: Director Jordan Peele on the set of Get Out! (2017). Childish Gambino (Donald 
Glover) performing in the music video This is America (Hiro Murai, 2018). Director Gina Prince-Blythewood 
on the set of The Woman King (2022). Film still from director Steve McQueen’s Lovers Rock segment of Small 
Axe (2020).



4 artists of African descent representing their countries at the Venice Biennale, 2022, from lower left: 
Sonia Boyce (United Kingdom), 2022; Zineb Sedira (France), The Lovers, 2008. C-print; Stan Douglas 
(Canada), Doppelganger, 2019. Video installation; and Simone Leigh (United States), Working on the clay 
model for Brickhouse, 2019. Sculptural installation.



Left: Derek Fordjour, Signing Day, 2019. Acrylic, charcoal, 
oil pastel & foil on newspaper mounted on canvas. Above: 
Sanford Biggers, Quilt #15, Harmonics 2, 2012. Fabric 
treated acrylic, spray paint & cotton on repurposed quilt.



Left: Firelei Baez, Tignon for Ayda Weddo (or that which a center can not hold), 2019. Acrylic & oil on archival 
printed canvas. Right: Beverly McIver, Defiant, 2020. Oil on canvas.



Wednesday, January 18: Lecture 2/
The Making of the Black Atlantic: 
Transatlantic Slave Trade & Colonialism



Thursday, January 19, 5:30pm-7pm

Nasher Museum of Art at Duke University

The Franklin Humanities 
Institute presents a roundtable 
discussion around Wangechi 
Mutu’s MamaRay, the first 
sculpture commissioned by the 
Nasher Museum

The event brings together several Duke 
faculty members, including Gustavo 
Furtado, Michaeline Crichlow, Felwine Sarr, 
Priscilla Wald, and Richard J. Powell, who 
along with Nasher Museum Director Trevor 
Schoonmaker will offer responses 
to MamaRay as a starting point of critical 
reflection and provide a context for its 
interpretation. Followed by a reception.



Monday, January 23: Lecture 3/Kongo I. Thompson’s Flash of the Spirit



Wednesday, January 25: Lecture 4/Kongo II. Thompson’s “Kongo 
Louisiana, Kongo New Orleans”



Monday, January 30:
Lecture 5/Yoruba I. Thompson’s 

Flash of the Spirit



Wednesday, February 1: Lecture 6/ 
Yoruba II. Thompson’s Flash of the 
Spirit



Monday, February 6: Lecture 7/Fon. 
Thompson’s Flash of the Spirit



Wednesday, February 8: Lecture 8/Ejagham.
Thompson’s Flash of the Spirit



Monday, February 13/Lecture 9: Mande/Akan. 
Thompson’s Flash of the Spirit



Wednesday, February 15/Midterm Review

Monday, February 20/Midterm Exam



Wednesday, February 22/Lecture 10: Carnival & Spectacle, Marcel Camus,
Orfeu Negro (Black Orpheus) (France/Italy, 1958)



Monday, February 27/Lecture 11: Thompson’s “An Introduction to black 
Atlantic history” & Thompson, “Face of the gods”



Wednesday, March 1/
Lecture 12: Afro-Cuban Music, 
Thompson’s “The Afro-Cuban 
departures of Mongo 
Santamaria,” “New voice from 
the barrios,” & “Nueva York’s 
salsa music”



Monday, March 6/Lecture 13: Tomas 
Gutierrez Alea, La Ultima Cena (The Last 
Supper) (Cuba, 1976)



Wednesday, March 8/Lecture 14:
Harriet Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl



Friday, March 10: Spring Break begins

Monday, March 20: Spring Break ends



Monday, March 20/Lecture 15: Jamaica & Jonkonnu. Fenn, 
“‘A Perfect Equality Seemed to Reign’: Slave Society and 
Jonkonnu” & Smalligan, “‘An Effigy for the Enslaved’: 

Jonkonnu in Jamaica and Bellisario’s Sketches of Character”



Wednesday, March 22/Lecture 16: Abolitionism & Resistance,
Haile Gerima, Sankofa (USA/Ghana/Jamaica, 1993)



Monday, March 27/Lecture 17: Haiti. Thompson’s “Tap-tap, Fula-Fula, Kia-Kia:
the Haitian bus in Atlantic perspective”



Wednesday, March 29/Lecture 18:
Maya Deren, Divine horsemen:

the Voodoo gods of Haiti (USA, 1947-54)



Monday, April 3/Lecture 19: 
United States I, Thompson’s 
“Special projects for eternity,” 
“Prodigal son Alice’s boy,” & 
“From the first to the final 
thunder: African American 
quilts”



Wednesday, April 5/Lecture 20: Possession & Performance, George T. Nierenberg, Say 
Amen, Somebody (USA, 1982)



Monday, April 10/Lecture 21: Contemporary 
Artist I, Thompson’s “Betye Saar: chance and 
destiny”



Wednesday, April 12/Lecture 22: 
Contemporary Artist II, Thompson’s 
“David Hammons: ‘knowing their past’”



Monday, April 17/Lecture 23: United States II, Thompson’s “Hip hop 101”



Wednesday, April 19/Lecture 24: Contemporary Artist III. Braun, “Tales 
from the Congo River: Catching Mami Wata.” Class will meet at the Nasher 
Museum of Art in the lobby, in front of Wangechi Mutu’s MamaRay (2020)



Monday, April 24/Lecture 25: 
Contemporary Artist IV. Thompson’s 
“Activating heaven: the art of Jean-
Michel Basquiat” & “Jean-Michel 
Basquiat: royalty, heroism, and the 
streets”



Wednesday, April 26: Final Exam review

Friday, May 5, 9am-12noon: Final Exam


