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African Burial Ground Visitor Center

n 1991, during construction of a
federal office building in Manhattan, the
graves and remains of 419 black New
Yorkers were interred in a burial ground.
The discovery of this cemetery--some two
centuries after it was last used--provided a
foundation to fill in a large gap in our
knowledge of this city’s past, disclosing not
just a few beads, pins and buttons, but
offering the first large-scale traces of black
American experience in this region. Here,
underneath today’s commercial bustle, are
tracts of land that for more than a century
were relegated to the burial of the city’s
slaves and free blacks.
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This National Park Service exhibit, which includes a 40 person theater,
is centered around the life-size tableau of black slaves gathered around
two coffins about to be interred. Brought to life with evocative light-
ing, the NY Times’ reviewer noted, “The mourning figures, sculptured

by Studio EIS, are uncannily affecting.”

Visitors can explore and appreciate the lives and contributions of these
early Americans of African ancestry through writings, paintings, art,

and poetry.

The challenge of the lighting design began with extremely low ceil-
ing heights. Lighting is mounted within exhibits to reduce the visual
clutter, while the overhead flexible lighting integrated with the ceiling
system. Diminutive-sized fixtures with glare shielding accessories are
employed to preserve the quality of the visitor experience. The light-
ing system is designed with low wattage, long life halogen infrared
lamps to reduce both energy usage and maintenance requirments. The
exhibit lighting also includes energy efficient overhead light boxes that

surround the visitors with glowing quotes.
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