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BEYOND CARPET CLEANING
AIR DUCT SERVICES NOW AVAILABLE

CALL ABOUT OUR $99.00 CARPET SPECIAL

FL #CAC1816408

Our equipment is
manufactured here in
the United States.

PROUD TO BE
MADE IN THE
USA

CARPET TILE & GROUT HARDWOOD FURNITURE AIR DUCT656-1777

2.22%*
APY 24 mos. CD

2.00%*
APY 12 mos. CD

Soar to
HIGHER CD Rates

Soar to
HIGHER CD Rates

For New Accounts
*Rates are effective as of April 5, 2018 and are subject to change
without notice. CD minimum deposit of $500. Annual Percentage Yield
(APY). APY assumes principal and interest remain on deposit until
maturity. A penalty may be imposed for early withdrawal. Subject to
withdrawal limitations and fees could reduce earnings.

www.AmericanCommerceBank.com
850-681-7761

Althemese Barnes is a listener. A lis-
tener with the sensibility of a treasure-
hunter — one whose quests are the rap-
idly disappearing histories of the aging
African Americans in our own commu-
nities. Barnes, the Director of the Riley
House Museum, recently presented the
first of another of her preservation pro-
jects to remind Tallahasseeans of the

value of the history living all around us.
On Wednesday at Tallahassee Com-

munity College, Barnes, along with FSU
Associate Professor of History, Dr. Jen-
nifer Koslow, showcased Part One of the
oral/visual interviews Barnes conduct-
ed over the last 20 years.

The second of the interviews will be
shown Tuesday and audience members
are invited to participate in a question
and answer session and share some of
their own stories. The presentation is
funded by COCA and the Florida De-

partment of State, Division of Historical
Resources.

With “at least 75-150” collected inter-
views that are intimate VHF and DVD
conversations with men and women in
their 80s and 90s, Barnes is delighted
with the opportunity to share these
wide-ranging and detailed glimpses
into a past many have only heard about
in movies or novels.

Yet, this is real life, narratives told by 

Black ‘Soul Voices’ speak to us of the American past
Marina Brown
Special to Tallahassee Democrat
USA TODAY NETWORK - FLORIDA

If you go
What: Soul Voices, an oral/visual pres-
entation of personal interviews. An
interactive Q and A and light refresh-
ments to follow. 

When: Tuesday, 5:30-7:30 p.m. 

Where: TCC Workforce and Economic
Development Building, Rooms 105-109 

Cost: $10

See VOICES, Page 7D

Several years ago, watercolorist Marina
Brown was writer-in-residence at the Talla-
hassee International Airport. From the wee
hours of the morning until midnight she
roamed the terminals, speaking with travel-
ers and jotting down their stories. She came
to view the airport as a magical state of in-
between, neither here nor there, where a
traveler becomes their most authentic self. 

She wishes for her watercolor paintings to
occupy that same headspace during her solo
Artport Gallery exhibition, “Dance With Me,”
— touching viewers in that middle place
where they are most open and receptive.
Now through Sept. 10, travelers and gallery
goers will be met with sizzling flamenco
dancers wielding fans, a Spanish dancer in
decoupage, hip-hop b-boys, a midnight soi-
ree of men and women dancing and playing
their horns on a bridge, and many others who
hope to whisk them off their feet. 

“The same stories that are in the paintings
or that you interpret when you’re dancing are
there to be told about human life,” says
Brown. “It’s all part of this river with little
streams that flow off one another.” 

Movement is embedded in Brown’s inven-
tive spirit. She toured as a soloist for re-
nowned ballet company, Ballet Russe de
Monte Carlo, joining their ranks at the age of
15. In high school she had been awarded a
scholarship for art, but instead chose the
path of professional ballerina after falling
head over heels at first sight of pink, satin
pointe shoes. However, Brown quickly took
to writing poetry and sketching on the road
as the bus whizzed through cities like Chi-
cago, Boston, Los Angeles, and New York
City. 

“Art was always there, and a lovely place to
go,” reflects Brown. “Whether it’s drawing on
a Styrofoam box when you’re waiting for the
check to come or a napkin. Sometimes before
I fall asleep at night, faces or dancers flash
across my mind. So they’re always there, and
if I have a pencil or a brush they’ll find their
way out.” 

Brown paints nearly anywhere and any
time. Her workroom is divided between wa-
tercolor and writing — Brown is an estab-
lished writer for publications such as Dance
Magazine, Tallahassee Magazine, and the
Tallahassee Democrat as well as an award-
winning author whose paintings have illus-

‘Nurture
your
muse’ 

Yo So La Habana is part of the "Dance with Me" exhibit by Marina Brown At the Artport Gallery. MARINA

BROWN

Marina Brown has followed her muse from
dancing to painting and back again in
"Dance with Me." MARINA BROWN

Amanda Sieradzki
Council on Culture & Arts

See MUSE, Page 7D
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real people who lived through Jim Crow;
people whose relatives were born en-
slaved; people who shared their memo-
ries of what it meant to live outside of
the “ruling” culture. 

“Soul Voices” is the first of a two-part
series in which Barnes speaks with
Katherine Speights, 93 at the time of the
interview in 1996. The second in the se-
ries, a conversation with Lessie Jackson
Braxton, 86, is this week.

Braxton taught in five of the 52 one-
room schools that served newly freed
slaves in Leon County: Lake McBride,
Centenary, Horseshoe, St Stephens,
Richardson and Lincoln. Graduates of
these schools might find their names
among those who will be highlighted.

“So frequently, even family members
will not have heard the stories these in-
dividuals shared. The young ones don’t
really have the knowledge of their own
families or of how hard these people
worked and what they accomplished —
often with very little,” Barnes said.

In the interviews, Barnes can be
heard asking about details — family re-
lationships, who is kin to whom, how
people are related.

“This was very important in our com-
munities,” Barnes said. “Who were your
mother’s relatives… who were your
cousins and aunts, what were their fam-
ily names...? It wasn’t just that during
slavery African Americans were often
not allowed to learn to read or write, but
also because the families were so often
separated… a mother or a father or a
child sold or moved to another planta-
tion owner… even after slavery ended. It
was important to memorize who your
family was to know who you were… and
maybe one day be reunited.” And there
were other reasons to know your linea-
ge.

In the case of Speights, who was bira-
cial with long, soft dark hair and fair
skin, it wasn’t until she was grown and
still questioning why she looked the way

she did that her aunt took her aside and
explained that her mother had been tak-
en by a white plantation owner who
raped and impregnated her, then held
her against her will. It was not until later
that an uncle “kidnapped” Speight’s
mother back and returned her and the
baby Katherine to the community.

This was not uncommon, said
Barnes.

“It also happened to Mrs. Speight’s
aunt. She too had been taken by a white
owner and kept in Chaires on his planta-
tion. Her mother walked all the way
from Lake Imonia out to Chaires and ‘got
her and her baby back.’ Unfortunately, it
was cold and they’d hidden the young
mother in the church while the white
owner was hunting the community
there for her. “She caught pneumonia…
and she died. It happened,” Barnes said.

“Sadly, many of the young people
now don’t know what these people lived
through, and how in spite of it they sur-
vived and even thrived.” Hearing these
stories told by the people who lived

them is at once moving and historically
vital to know, contends Barnes.

Barnes says she has always had an
interest in history, not just from books,
but from the people whose stories she
recalls listening to as a child. Though
she first got a degree from FAMU in pi-
ano and voice, became the Lincoln High
School Choir Director, and later worked
for years at the Departments of Labor
and Education while earning a master’s
from FAMU in Education, it was after
she received her Certification from FSU
in Museum Management that she found
what she says is her true calling.

Now, Barnes, who is the founding Di-
rector of The Riley House Museum, the
prime mover behind the Florida African
American Heritage Preservation Net-
work which includes dozens of mu-
seums across Florida dedicated to Afri-
can American culture, the author or
compiler of three books on Leon Coun-
ty’s African American communities,
and was appointed by President Obama
to the National Museum and Library

Services Board, has decided it is time to
produce the oral histories she so cher-
ishes for a wider audience.

Keeping in mind the stories she heard
from her parent’s large family of nine
children, and those of her dozens of
aunts and cousins, Barnes treats her in-
terviewees’ recollections like fragile and
valuable relics. And she has some trea-
sured tales of her own.

“I remember hearing about my Aunt
Violet who some of the old family mem-
bers remembered being carried away on
a wagon. Nobody knew where she was
taken. But one day, many years later, our
Cousin John said a man from Alabama
was looking for the Porters. It seems
Aunt Violet’s great-great-nephew had
come all the way down looking for the
Porters here. He didn’t know exactly
who we were, but he’d wanted to tell us
that Aunt Violet had gotten married, had
children… and had a life. That’s why
family lineage is so important… it’s a
connection.”

All of Barnes’ interviews are not yet
ready for public showing. She hopes
they will be. She hopes to complete an-
other book or two on African American
communities. She hopes to get enough
grant money to do it all. Barnes, herself,
takes no salary as Director of Riley
House. “It helps to keep us solvent,” she
says. “We are always careful with the
funding we receive.”

But she is ever-on-the-look for new
volunteers, hopefully retirees who wish
to be involved and view history and its
preservation as something of great im-
portance.

“You know, long ago in the African
American culture, someone who passed
was laid out in the home… a viewing,
like a wake… was held, and stories about
that person, about family were passed
around. I consider these interviews
something like a viewing. It’s a way to
share stories with relatives… and the
greater community… and the way life
was lived. I hope they will touch every-
one who sees and hears them. I think
they will. I think they will.”

Voices
Continued from Page 1D

Althemese Barnes, founding director of the Riley Foundation, stands outside of
the Riley House on Monday. Her recent project centers around the oral history of
Katherine Speights, a Tallahassee resident who grew up during the era of Jim
Crow and the Civil Rights movement. ANDREW SALINERO/DEMOCRAT

trated her book covers. When she needs
to take a closer look at her work howev-
er, she’ll search the house for the best
lighting, ending up in the bathroom or
laundry room, or even propping a paint-
ing up underneath the stove hood. 

She zeroes in to capture the soul of a
piece and is inspired by images from
other cultures. Many of her sketches fo-
cus on the lives of African Americans in
particular. She also feels a mystery and
magic surrounding historical sites like
the Bradfordville Blues Club. Her style
spans from “careful, articulated,” por-
traits to more abstracted bodies in mo-
tion, working from both photographs
and memory. 

“For instance, you make a loose figure
eight for an arm or a thigh or a calf that
are just undulating lines” describes
Brown. “If I need a motion, I might look
in the mirror to see how the hips and tor-
so bends.” 

Sidelined with a dance injury in her
early 20s, Brown pursued nursing
school. Studying bodies came naturally
to her as she delved into musculature’s
interior landscapes. By moving from the
dance studio to the operating room, she
reacquainted herself with the human
form’s intricacies, which subsequently
lent itself to her teachings at Butler Uni-
versity. 

“As a dancer you’re looking in the
mirror, studying anatomy, and studying
what makes a beautiful line,” said
Brown. “As a nurse you’re really touch-
ing bodies and getting to see the mus-
cles and internal anatomy. When I teach
students anything about art, I always
talk about how you have to know that
structure underneath. You can’t just
draw somebody; you’ve got to know
where the muscles lie over the bone.” 

Once married, Brown reclaimed art
during the afternoons while her chil-
dren napped, with watercolor being the
easiest medium to use in those fleeting
hours. She found that the paint wants to
be guided along the paper and lets the
lines blur and flow. 

She used to soak the paper and
stretch it, but now uses a heavier ma-
terial when she paints. After sketching
out her ideas in pencil, she starts the
“terrifying beginning” of laying out
background colors, layering and glaz-
ing, and folding the colors together. 

“It’s a medium that kind of paints it-
self,” says Brown. “You can help it along
but it has its own mind.” 

The Artport exhibition will be the
second time her painted dancers find
themselves in the spotlight. The first
was a year ago at FAMU’s Meek-Eaton
Archive gallery. Prior to de-installing
the show, Brown sat in the quiet space
amidst her work and wrote a poem. 

Her goal was to encapsulate the feel-
ing that these paintings were thrilled to
be on display, to be admired, and didn’t
want to go home into a cupboard or clos-
et. Her poem gives a voice to these
painted figures who wanted to stay, to
perform, to be seen. She writes that they
“cry out in hymns to God, begging to be
left to sing from these walls/In this ma-

nila light, their stories on watercolor
lips.” 

“They’re kind of hams,” laughs
Brown, whose work continues to mani-
fest across mediums. “A creative life can
be an arc, and you have to nurture your
muse always. Just be still and there will
be magic under the surface that comes
to find you.”

Amanda Sieradzki is the feature
writer for the Council on Culture & Arts.
COCA is the capital area’s umbrella
agency for arts and culture (www.talla-
hasseearts.org).

Muse
Continued from Page 1D

Corn Dancer by Marina Brown, part of “Dance with Me.” MARINA BROWN

If you go
What: Dance With Me: Artworks by Marina Brown 

When: 8 a.m.-11:30 p.m., daily through Sept.10 

Where: Artport Gallery, 3300 Capital Circle SW 

Cost: Free 

Contact:For more information, call 850-224-2500 or visit https://
coca.tallahasseearts.org/art-in-public-places/artport-gallery.
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