
https://www.bl.uk/projects/british-library-labs/ 

BL Labs Awards 2020 – 1/12/2020 – Mahendra Mahey Page 1 of 4 

 

Afrobits (Research, Artistic, Anti-Racism) 

Name of Team: Afrobits 

Names of entrants: Javier Pereda; Patricia Murrieta-Flores; Nicholas Radburn; Lois 
South, Chris Monaghan 

Affiliation/Organisation/Company: Liverpool John Moores University; Lancaster University 

Job title(s): Dr Javier Pereda, Senior Lecturer in Graphic Design and Illustration, Researcher 
Experimental Technologies Lab, Liverpool John Moores University;  Dr Patricia Murrieta Flores, 
Senior Lecturer in Digital Humanities. Co-Director of the Digital Humanities Hub at Lancaster 
University; Dr Nicholas Radburn, Lecturer in the History of the Atlantic World 1500 – 1800, Co-Editor 
of the SlaveVoyages Research Project, Lancaster University; Ms Lois South, History Graduate 
Liverpool John Moores University; Mr Christian Monaghan, Graphic Design and Illustration 
Graduate, Liverpool John Moores Unviersity; 

 

URL: http://www.afrobits.co.uk 

Summary: An interactive installation of African music and the Trans-Atlantic slave trade 

Short Promo Video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xuUrYPKgx2U 

Longer Video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r_QXNDBLnQM 

Abstract: Afrobits is a research project that aims to bring to the forefront the subaltern narratives 

of the Transatlantic slave trade through an interactive installation and multimedia, including the 
digital sound collections of the British Library. The project challenges the geographic epistemologies 
by showcasing the tangible and intangible contributions of African cultures to world music whilst 
emphasising American (as in the Americas) biopolitical spaces that enabled such cultural 
amalgamation. We focus on the encounter between African music and Latin American Indigenous 
cultures with the resulting contribution to popular music, whilst inviting audiences to navigate the 
encounter between African and Indigenous cultures. The installation is a two-metre wooden 

http://www.afrobits.co.uk/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xuUrYPKgx2U
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r_QXNDBLnQM
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structure with sensors attached. It displays the visual and historical narrative of 9 cultures and 
locations. The sensors detect proximity or touch that trigger music samples invoking the encounter 
and influence of African music in each part of the world covered by the project. Using the port of 
Liverpool as the starting point, we take the audience through a journey that aims to uncover aspects 
of the slave trade such as the music played during ‘the passage’, as well as the resultant music 
emerging from the connection between African and Indigenous American cultures at places such 
as Barbados, Cuba, and Brazil among others.   

The research also aimed to promote the reusability of institutional cultural heritage data, using a 
merge of open source technologies in a physical interaction system and including soundtracks from 
the BL and other institutions such as the Library of Congress, and the National Library of Brazil. The 
project looked to facilitate dialogue and implementation of interdisciplinary approaches between 
universities and cultural heritage organisations through the development of alternative tools for 
storytelling, decolonial research, and technology. Through the use of affordable materials such as 
paint based conductive sensors, a simple sound system, and wood, the installation is designed to 
be easily adopted and adapted by cultural heritage organisations. 

Research Question: Despite that heritage organisations in the UK among other countries are 

currently in the process of decolonising their social and cultural spaces, especially concerning the 
consequences of the Transatlantic slave trade, many factors make this transition challenging. While 
much has been researched regarding its historical aspects, the narratives surrounding the slave 
trade disproportionately focus on a western and Anglo-centric perspective. By bringing to the 
forefront research and narratives from all across America and particularly Latin America and the 
Caribbean, the project looked to challenge this perspective, highlighting the vast and complex native 
historiography and research that is usually overlooked by western and Anglo-centric approaches. 

How does your project showcase British Library digital content? 

The Afrobits installation reused primarily the British Library soundtracks from Syliphone record label 
recordings from Guinea, the Peter Cooke Uganda Collection, and the David Rycroft South Africa 
Collection. Using innovative technologies and open-source practices, we provide accessible 
methods to adopt the technology. This means that we have also considered the post-production 
process where cultural organisations implement and change the content based on their own needs. 
The installation connects the data from the BL with the cultures depicted through its visual narrative 
and music.  

[1] References of soundtracks: 

British Library 1992. Yu wele. Syliphone record label recordings from Guinea. British Library. 

Rowell, H. 1966. Ee wan wabina ikuk and Lukembe tuning. Peter Cooke Uganda Collection. British 
Library. 

Rycroft, D. 1979. Musical bow lecture examples 1979: Tsongo/ Angola bows. David Rycroft South 
Africa Collection. British Library. 

[2] Other soundtracks: 

BERRY, C. 1956. Roll Over Beethoven. Chuck Berry is on Top. 

COLE, A. 1976. War. Rastaman Vibration. 

ORAMAS, F. 1997. Candela. Buena Vista Social Club. Havana, Cuba: EGREM. 

WESLEY, J. 1941. Alabama Red. John Work Collection of Negro Folk Music from the Southeast. 
Georgia, USA. 
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What was your approach (methodology)? 

This research engages with two main overarching tracks. In one hand, the research focused on the 
role of facilitating storytelling processes through interactive tools. For this, we paid special attention 
to the role of Tangible User Interfaces. On the other hand, we carried out a data analysis of 
information contained in the dataset from the SlaveVoyages research project focusing on enslaved 
peoples which disembarked outside British territories. We carried out historic research with a 
decolonial focus, paying special attention of previous Anglo-centric narratives. 

Did you face any challenges, and if so how did you overcome them? 

Historical narratives related to the Trans-Atlantic slave trade, its consequences and legacies have 
not been sufficiently explored yet, particularly when it comes to Latinamerican and non-English 
speaking countries. In addition, collaborations between designers, artists and humanists can be 
deemed as unfrequent. This research showcases a wide range of possible pathways to engage with 
the historical narratives explored by historians, the cultural heritage produced by a variety of 
countries, and the content from archives, libraries and museums. In addition, a wide range of 
Galleries, Archives, Libraries and Museums (GLAM) commonly struggle financially to produce and 
develop such kind of interactive tools and installations. We aimed to address such problems using 
affordable technologies and materials such as conductive ink and open source micro controllers. 
Another challenge in the use of technology can be digital literacy factors such as programming or 
scripting when adopting and adapting such technologies. However, designing interfaces that 
alleviate or ameliorate these challenges has been a crucial aspect of the research project. For 
instance, many of the soundtracks can be changed by adding them to a list in a removable SD card. 
Most importantly, this research showcases the benefits of collaboration between GLAMs and 
universities. Universities are epicentres of multicultural and interdisciplinary collaborations that can 
work with cultural organisations to co-create and present to the public historical narratives, as well 
as interactive content. An example of this is the collaboration between GLAMs and Art and Design 
departments within universities who already host a wide range of production and manufacturing 
environments, and have staff and students with the necessary technological skills. This includes the 
design, problem solving and production of any kind of cultural narrative or artefact. 

Impact your project has made 

We have produced a wide range of outputs for this project. The interdisciplinary team composed by 
designers, archaeologists, historians, and artists wrote a collaborative paper for the Electronic 
Visualisation and the Arts conference, which has been published under a green open access policy 
and will be presented November. We have also taken part in museum workshops at Liverpool John 
Moores University (LJMU), where we have showcased the installation audiences from Museums 
Liverpool, such as the World Museum and the International Slavery Museum. Due to the nature of 
the research being originated in a university environment, we collaborated with students and 
graduates. We have an ongoing series of lectures and workshop at undergraduate and postgraduate 
level at LJMU and Lancaster University. 

This research was primarily funded by Lancaster University and we received further funding to place 
the installation in a wide range of organisations in the North West of England in the UK. However, 
due to the current lockdown, we had to cancel such touring plans. Finally, we recently began the 
discussion to donate the installation to the permanent collection of the International Slavery Museum 
Liverpool, as well as presenting workshops to their audiences.  

We have produced a dissemination website (www.afrobits.co.uk), that contains further information 
about the research, soundtracks and visual narratives created for the installation and media. The 
website has been currently visited around by an average of 120 visitors a month since December 
2019 when launched. 
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Background information of submitter (or team) 

Our team has been carried out by a wide range of people with diverse backgrounds: 

[1] Javier Pereda is a Web Scientist who specialises in the engagement with cultural heritage data. 

• Pereda, J., Murrieta-Flores, P., Ritsos, P. and Roberts, J., 2017, September. Tangible User 
Interfaces as a Pathway for Information Visualisation for Low Digital Literacy in the Digital 
Humanities. In IEEE VIS 2017-2nd Workshop on Visualization for the Digital Humanities. 
http://vis4dh.org/ 

• Pereda, J., 2019, March. A TUI To Explore Cultural Heritage Repositories on The Web. In 
Proceedings of the Thirteenth International Conference on Tangible, Embedded, and Embodied 
Interaction (pp. 259-267). 

[2] Patricia Murrieta-Flores is Co-Director of Digital Humanities at Lancaster University and historical 
archaeologist, who works in decolonial approaches to history and technology. 

• Murrieta-Flores, P., Fávila-Vazquez, M., and Flores-Morán, A., (2021-In Press) Indigenous Deep 
Mapping: A conceptual and representational analysis of space in Mesoamerica and New Spain. In 
Bodenhammer, D., Corrigan, J., and Harris (Eds.), Making Deep Maps: Foundations, Approaches, 
and Methods. London: Routledge. 

• Murrieta-Flores, P., Favila-Vázquez, M., and Flores-Morán, A. (2019) ‘Spatial Humanities 3.0: QSR 
and Semantic Triples as New Means of Exploration of Complex Indigenous Spatial Representations 
in Sixteenth Century Early Colonial Mexican Maps’. International Journal of Humanities and Arts 
Computing 13 (1–2): 53–68. https://doi.org/10.3366/ijhac.2019.0231. 

[3] Nicholas Radburn is a historian of the Atlantic world with a particular focus on the Trans-Atlantic 
slave trade. He is co-editor of the Slave Voyages project. 

• Surviving Slavery in the British Caribbean by Randy M. Browne (review) 

Radburn, N. 1/09/2019 In: Journal of the Early Republic. 39, 3, 4 p. 

• Visualizing the Middle Passage: The Brooks and the Reality of Ship Crowding in the Transatlantic 
Slave Trade 

Radburn, N., Eltis, D. 1/03/2019 In: Journal of Interdisciplinary History. 49, 4, p. 533-565. 33 p. 

[4] Lois South is a History graduate from LJMU and a Masters graduate in Museum Studies from 
UCL, she also writes for her blog, The New Weird, where she tells stories about artefacts in 
museums and libraries. She has worked and volunteered around a wide range of cultural 
organisations in Liverpool and London.  

[5] Chris Monaghan is a Graphic Design and Illustration LJMU graduate and founder of 
EatenAliveIllustrations. 

http://vis4dh.org/
https://doi.org/10.3366/ijhac.2019.0231

