African Diaspora Research Project, Victoria and Albert Museum 

Established at a moment of high nationalism, the Victoria and Albert Museum (V&A) is a product of British imperial ideology, a fact which has had a long-lasting impact on the formation, display and interpretation of its collections. This is evident in the case of its limited holdings of material from Africa, which for the most part exclude the cultural productions of sub-Saharan Africa. Despite this, the Museum’s collections offer a wealth of evidence relating to the changing relationship  - and movement of people and objects – between Britain and Africa. Approximately 3000 objects and images have been identified as relevant to the African diaspora. This figure includes:

· Historic material from Africa, including pieces of gold court regalia from Asante State, Ghana, items of personal adornment from North Africa and ancient Egyptian ceramics and textiles.

· Material relating to Black British history, including ceramic figures of street entertainer Billy Waters and pugilist Tom Molyneaux, a watercolour of Francis Barber, photographs of Prince (Dejatch) Alamayou of Abyssinia and a trade card for Ignatius Sancho’s Westminster grocery shop.
· A wealth of representations of black Africans by Europeans including allegorical ceramic figures, early travel photographs, advertising materials, satirical prints and artworks. Representations vary from 15th/16th century images of the black king in religious art to 18th century images of black domestic servants on objects for domestic use.
· Items of dress relating to the African diaspora; examples of Rastafarian, Ragga, Rude Boy and B-Boy dress from the 1994/5 V&A exhibition Streetstyle.

· Recent and contemporary artwork by Black British / African / African diasporic artists including Aubrey Williams, Chris Ofili, Maud Sulter, Thamae Setshogo, David Koloane, Sonia Boyce, Magdalene Odundo and Faisal Abdu’Allah.

This material is the focus of a current museum project – Cultural Ownership and Capacity Building – which is funded by the Heritage Lottery Fund. A researcher working on the project is cataloguing material of relevance to the African diaspora with the aim of making it more publicly accessible, primarily through the V&A website – www.vam.ac.uk. The project ends in September 2008.
For enquiries and further information please contact:

Helen Mears, African Diaspora Research Fellow

Research department, Victoria and Albert Museum

South Kensington, London, SW7 2RL
h.mears@vam.ac.uk
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Ignatius Sancho's trade card, engraving on paper, London, England (probably), after 1772-before 14 December 1780 [museum number F.118:194]
Image caption 2:

‘Francis Williams, the Negro Scholar of Jamaica’, oil painting by unknown artist, Great Britain (probably), ca. 1745 [museum number P.83-1928]
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