


from my studio lay the ruins of the colonial dock on 
which enslaved Africans entered the village between 
the 16th and 19th centuries.  At dusk, I can easily 
imagine the silhouetted figures of enslaved Africans 
– hands bound, heads bent in dejection—moving 
across the docks.
          I had arrived in Portobelo six years earlier on a 
Lila Wallace International Artist grant to create a body 
of work based on the Congos, and fell in love with 
the village and its people.  The work I was creating 
in Portobelo at that time was research driven and 
bordered on being didactic due, in part, to my desire 
to share with the world this wonderful culture I had 
encountered.  While my research and art were focused 
on the Africans that entered the village on that dock, I 
became captivated with knowing about those who did 
not disembark, those who perished at sea, those who 
had disappeared.  The stillness of their absence was 
disquieting.  Lying in my hammock at sunset that day 
in June, I thought of those disappeared Africans of 
the Middle Passage, and the force “emanating” from 
the depths of the bay, appeared to be spirit-beings, 
ascending.  
          That evening I began sketching portraits, 
imagining the faces of the innocent victims lost at 
sea.  The following morning I continued to draw 
and soon attracted a number of children and young 
people from the village who gathered around me 
and began guessing whom the portraits resembled.  
I soon realized that I was unconsciously using the 
facial characteristics of children and young people 
in the village for my drawings.  It also dawned on 
me that since these children are descendants of the 
enslaved, I was probably capturing the likenesses 
of their ancestors, as well as their relatives who had 
disappeared.  These drawings led to a series of

         I supposed, of course, that I knew 
something about the history of the 
Middle Passage and slavery in the 
Americas.  However, Africa was another 
matter.  My first efforts to imagine the 
concrete existences of the children who 
had once stood on the western shores of 
that continent brought me up short.  The 
imagination, even dreaming, is fed by 
fact.  I soon realized that what I “knew” 
about African life and philosophy was 
based, for the most part, on Olaudah 
Equiano’s narrative, a bit of Janheinz 
Jahn’s Muntu, John Mbiti’s African Religions 
and Philosophy, and, when pressed, my 
sense of the journey of the middle passage 
was largely borrowed from poet Robert 
Hayden, with a light varnish from Alex  
Haley’s Roots.  Without pretending to 
any mysticism, I admit to feeling that the 
bodies and voices of the children I sought 
were resisting entering into my imaginative 
space.  I was a cold host.  
          Still, I wrote.  I wrote to the sweetness 
implied in the simplicity of Arturo’s line 
drawings.  I studied the iconography in their 
framing.  I read about the history of the 
development of the shipbuilding industry, 
how it followed the needs and the demands 
of a growing trade in rum, sugar and 
human flesh.  I wrote the first draft of the 
poem that would become “Lullaby:  a song 
for the children of the ships,” a poem that 
arose out of the question: what song does a 
mother sing to her child who is born adrift?  
What does a mother sing for a child that she

lithographs entitled Children of the Middle Passage, 
which were published at the Brandywine Printmaking 
Workshop in Philadelphia in 2000.  (Figure 2)  While 
I was pleased with the prints, I was still unsettled.  I 
did not know the stories of the lives behind the faces.  
I had given traditional names and villages for each 
portrait in order to erase their anonymity, but I still 
did not know who they were.

As I became more deeply involved in my 
research, the thought of the desaparecidos – the 
ones that disappeared – rested heavily on my mind.  
My investigation led me to collect oral histories, 
observe and participate in the cultural traditions of the 
Congos, and to conduct research in the libraries and 
archives in Colon and Panama City, Panama; Havana, 
Cuba; Seville, Spain and Charleston, South Carolina.  
Slowly a clearer picture of the desaparecidos began to 
materialize. 

My study of the trans-Atlantic slave trade 
however, revealed the complexity of this enterprise.  
Not every abducted African was blameless.  There are 
oral and documented historical accounts of African 
monarchs, major slave traders, who became enslaved.  
Surely, they were not innocent victims.  Petty 
jealousies, revenge, greed, avarice and a host of other 
human frailties fed the trade as neighbors, former 
friends and lovers were enticed by the prospect of 
personal or financial gain.  It is clear however, that 
abducted children and young people, those who 
were powerless, were the real innocent victims.  The 
innocents became the subject of my art.
 Impulse, better yet, gut instinct, steered me to 
my colleague and friend, Opal Moore.  I invited Opal 
to my studio and giving her a complete suite of prints 
I said, “…live with them for a while and see if they 
will tell you their stories.”  Months later, Opal 

must give up to the waves?  I imagined a 
poem made up of lyrics from many half 
remember songs, a collage of memories. 

My writing would not be guided by an 
other-worldly African spirit.  After months 
of scratching dryly for words, I knew that 
I needed to go there—to Africa.  The UNCF 
Mellon Foundation’s inaugural seminar in 
African studies made my first visit to Africa 
possible. 
          The seminar, “Gods, Knowledge and 
Modernity,” led by Wole Soyinka, was held 
on Goreé Island, Senegal.  There, I had the 
chance to live with this project in my head, 
talk frequently with my collaborator, and 
consult with Soyinka outside of the seminar.  
The simplicity of life on Goreé--walking the 
island at dawn, standing in the early day 
at the ocean’s edge looking up at the sun 
scoured, closed face of “The Door of No 
Return,” finding a manuscript at the Museé 
de la Femme, accepting the kindness and 
humor of our guide, Fela, who sang to us a 
traditional Senegalese folk song.  These and 
other things made me feel that I had at last 
heard the whisper of Africa, a small voice 
remembering itself in a song. On Goreé, 
I felt for the first time the real power and 
necessity of our artistic problem.
          Efforts to make the violence of the 
American past compatible with patriotic 
rigor or racial uplift have produced an 
African slavery so consumable that one can 
hardly avoid one type of knee-jerk response 
or another.  Americans suffer a papercut 
history that we routinely anesthetize in 



Our symbolic “voyage” of the Delfina invited 
our student participants to “name” the unrecorded 
survivors and casualties of that passage.  By 
naming these travelers, both those who survived 
to live enslaved and those who died in passage, we 
intended to ritually undo the erasures of history by 
acknowledging these souls.  We felt that we could 
make their absence visible.  

The performance was staged in the skeletal 
structure of a ship created by set designer R. Paul 
Thomason.  The cast consisted of students and young 
people from the local and college communities, as 
well as faculty members.  The majority was dressed in 
black, representing those who survived the journey to 
Brazil; the rest wore white, symbolizing the souls of 
the Africans who perished.  After each poem read by 
Opal, five voyagers rose individually and called out 
a traditional African name and village, to call home 
the soul of the enslaved person represented.  Those 
dressed in black resumed their places on the ship; 
those in white stepped off the boat and lay spoon-
fashion, on the floor outside of the boat, referencing 
the waves of the sea.  (Figure 3) 
          Saxophonist Joe Jennings, percussionist 
Omelika Kuumba Bynum, and operatic soprano, 
Laura English-Robinson, accompanied the 
performance with their original compositions.  
Technical advisors for the performance included 
choreographer, Veta Goler, stage manager, Joan 
McCarty, filmmaker, Ayoka Chenzira, and Ras 
Michael Brown who transcribed the song of the 
women of ‘Ndeer.  
          In 2003, Opal and I were awarded a Rockefeller 
Foundation Bellagio Fellowship and invited to Italy 
to work on the book.  In Bellagio, Opal wrote new 
poems and I experimented with a new series of 

Daughters had begun because of 
my yearning for the lost, neglected or 
buried details of my family’s history.  I 
soon realized that Arturo’s project was a 
grander version of my own search for the 
names of my direct ancestors, those people 
whose names are, so far, still locked in their 
unvisited graves.  
          The project also continued my 
interested in moral choice as a problem of 
perception— the idea that moral issues are 
obscured by cultural “norms” or sanctified 
beliefs.  The title, Lot’s Daughters, was 
to remind readers of a man who offered 
his virgin daughters to a raging mob as a 
gesture of hospitality and protection to two 
strangers.  Was it possible that Lot could 
not see the problem in his offer?  Or did he 
weigh the evils of his choices and find his 
social obligations to his guests greater than 
his fatherly obligations to his daughters? 
Or, should we interpret the text to mean 
that Lot intended to shame the mob to 
silence by offering his daughters for their 
ravishment?  And what did his wife think?  
And what was her name, anyway?
          The question of how we regard our 
obligations and how we meet them surfaces 
in much of my work.  Our contemporary 
global situation has not diminished my 
concern with this question.  Indeed, the 
problem of reason, and the likelihood 
that cant or habit will dispatch reason, 
increases.  Education, sophistication 
and technology have not diminished our 
savagery, and may have honed it.  

delivered a set of poems that told their stories so well 
that I had to return to the studio and begin a new 
series of drawings.  This new series included new 
faces.  I began “collecting” faces wherever I went.  I 
borrowed facial characteristics of the children in my 
neighborhood, young people on the subways of New 
York City, Washington, D.C., Atlanta and Paris.  I 
also found faces on the streets and buses in Brooklyn, 
Havana, Panama, Charleston, and New Orleans, 
and on the campuses of Spelman, Morehouse, Clark 
Atlanta University and Morris Brown College in 
Atlanta.  Virtually everywhere I went in the African 
Diaspora, I drew sketches of faces.

Although Opal and I teach at Spelman, our 
schedules and commitments did not allow us much 
time to work on the book.  In the summer of 2002 
however, we were invited to participate in the UNCF 
Mellon Faculty Seminar with Nobel Prize winner, 
Wole Soyinka, at the Goreé Institute in Senegal.  Opal 
worked on poems while I photographed and drew the 
faces of the young people of Goreé, a former slave 
port.  On Goreé we had an opportunity to spend large 
portions of the day thinking and talking about the 
project.  
          During these discussions we conceived The 
Voyage of the Delfina, a performance art ritual, 
which was presented at Spelman College that fall.  
The Voyage of the Delfina was created to “…speak 
to and into the historical moment of Middle Passage 
– the history of the abduction of millions of Africans 
from West Africa and their distribution, into bondage, 
throughout the Americas.”  The project takes its name 
from the slave ship Delfina that set sail in April 1832 
from West Africa with a cargo of 159 Africans and 
docked in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, a few months later.  
However, only 109Africans disembarked in Rio.

order to “get on with our lives.”  We pretend 
to remember this history sometimes when 
we’re feeling generous, or heroic, or put 
upon.  This thumbnail past may be easily 
dismissed by some as an indulgence of 
Political Correctness— a nefarious or 
tiresome effort to make white people feel 
guilty, or a dark ground upon which we etch 
our heroic racial tolerances or chalk our 
moral fatigue. Stories of Black complicity in 
the slave industry become a free pass out 
of White Guilt, or make a neat comeback 
in The Dozens of Black presumptuousness, 
or suffer a shallow burial—another 
inconvenient dead body.  Fully aware of 
the sandtraps, I still found the idea of a 
ritual “remembering” full of imaginative 
possibility.  In fact, these very tendencies 
seemed like hauntings, and good reasons 
to look for new ways to engage our common 
story.
          What is our common story?  It is the 
story of our seemingly limitless capacity 
for selfishness and cruelty, especially 
cruelties that promise to enrich our pockets 
or extend our personal power, but also 
cruelties that are merely interesting and not 
in the least profitable, and that ultimately 
diminish us all.  Our common story is a 
story of our seemingly limitless capacity to 
help and heal, and re-imagine love.
          In time I realized that the  middle 
passage project was  not so different.. This 
historical look into the slave trade was 
actually an extension of my own missing 
past.  The poems and stories in Lot’s 



computer-generated prints.  (Figure 4)  The Bellagio 
residence not only allowed us precious time to reflect 
on the project, but it also gave us an opportunity 
to discuss our work with an international group of 
colleagues.  At the end of our residency, we were able 
to present our work in a poetry reading accompanied 
by a slide presentation of the prints.  This experience 
was invaluable.  Nevertheless, it was not until we 
received a one-year sabbatical that we were able to 
complete a final set of drawings and poems for this 
book.  

As intelligent human beings, we are able 
to write laws to legalize our crimes; as a 
chosen people, we are permitted to enlist 
the gods to sanctify them.  As feeling human 
beings, we are able to re-invent justice as a 
pre-requisite for love.
          The Children of Middle Passage offers 
imagination as memory, and it offers memory as 
imagination.   I hope that the stories here will offer 
a beginning.  There are many stories—we need to 
rediscover them as we try to rediscover ourselves. 

   Figure1:                                                                               Figure 3: 
   Bay of Portobelo                                                                 Voyage of the Delfina, 2003  
                                                                                                Performance Art Ritual

           Figure 2:                Figure 4:
           Torkwase of Oyo, 2000                                         Adenike of Lagos, 2003      
           Lithograph               Computer print

           22” x 15”               29” x 23”



Artist’s statement—Opal Moore

           Once lost, how can something as intangible as identity, so lightly fixed in a given 
name, be regained?  This question was my point of entry into a collaboration with Arturo 
Lindsay, and the subject of his series of art prints titled, The Children of the Middle 
Passage.  We entered into an active artistic conversation that has spanned several years 
and multiple revisions and re-visionings, resulting in an interdisciplinary, multifaceted art 
performance work, and now a book.  

          This work has been an effort to respond to what we sense as the still vivid passions 
and yearnings fueled by the story of forced African dispersion, a story of blood betrayal, 
theft, struggle, endurance, loss—of homeplace, name, spiritual coherence.  It is a history 
leavened only by our embrace of creativity.  In this story of loss, creativity is, to my 
thinking, another name for love. 

          The book is divided into two parts:  part one returns us to the top of the triangular 
trade, from Europe to Africa.  Part two brings us to the “New World,” a diaspora of 
forgetfulness and hard remembering suggested in the names and voices of children.  Do 
these children harbor the souls of the returned?  Or are they new souls still searching for a 
community that betrays itself and them? 

          I did not want to offer more stories about the crimes of race, class, and gender.  
Instead, I have tried to tell one story—how we betray our children, and thereby betray our 
deepest selves. This is my continuing work—to explore the possibility of morality given the 
problems inherent in our chosen beliefs.  This is the work of the writer – to confront society 
at the elemental level of our beliefs, expose how our beliefs make us more or less human.

          The Children of Middle Passage continues, even beyond this book, as a work in 
progress, a necessary art act of recovery.

Artist’s statement—Arturo Lindsay

In 1993 when I began research on the Congos of Portobelo and their ancestors, the cimarrones,1 I 
became absorbed with the complexity of the history of the trans-Atlantic slave trade and its aftermath.  Most of 
all, I have been troubled by attempts to erase the family, cultural and historical memory of enslaved Africans.  
In particular, it has pained me that the erasure of the traditional names and the memory of the previous lives of 
the enslaved relegated them to a status of anonymous beings.  

As an artist, I have tried to imagine their physical appearances and, with the assistance of the poetry of 
Opal Moore, reconstruct their lives.  Essentially, through this project, I endeavor to pay homage to the victims 
of one of history’s greatest atrocities.

            Aesthetically, I have employed a simple outline technique to remove the chaos associated with their 
lives, hinting only to their emotional bewilderment and disorientation.  Nonetheless, the focal point of the 
drawings is on the unadorned beauty of their faces.  Since the majority of abducted Africans were young men, 
there are more young men depicted in the collection of drawings in this book.  Further, the drawings depict a 
common practice of shaving the heads of the enslaved and oiling their bodies prior to landing in a slave port 
city in America that made gender identification at times questionable.  Enslavers also believed that the removal 
of hair styles and other ethnic markings was a way to present both a healthier “specimen” and a tabula rasa – an 
erased tablet – ready for service in the “New” World.”

1  Cimarrones are Africans who escaped the bonds of slavery by running away.
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in the United States
federal census”

-- the Trans-Atlantic
   Slave Trade (1999)

Adedewe (Yoruba)
Abiona  (Yoruba)

Oni (Lagos)
Minkah (Kumasi)

Yejide (Abeokuta)
Torkwase (Oyo)

Kwakou (Ewe)
Abeeku (Fante)

Danjuma (Hausa)
Kehinde (Yoruba)
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Story a child 
Once upon a time 
Blonde with innocence
Put her on the shore of her ancestral home –
Let her home remain unspecified
Let her name go unrecorded.

(editor’s
note:
Names
and
dates
needed
here.
They
give
solidity
to
the
event.

They
will
make

this
history
more
tangible,
memorable.)



So, there she is on the shore of her ancestral home.
She watches her father’s back as he departs
Departs from the shore of her mother
Like a ship
Fades into the dark of the coming evening
What does she know of the allure of blackness?
Of the usefulness of black babies—
Pacifiers for their mothers’ terrors
dead akua ba for their mothers’ backs—

(editor’s
note:
Let’s
leave
out
the
last
4
lines—
very
vague:

the
mothers,
the
terror,

etc.


and
what
is
akuaba
anyway?)
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Story a child:
The infant too young for a name
Too young to bring a price at market.
He is spared to suck his mother to calm
His breath the scent of Edeì
His mouth the suck of Yoruba.
His name Abiona, a circumstance:
Born during a journey.

His infant feet are innocent of earth.
The soil of his birth, untrod, was not his home—
His home, the dry breast of Mother
His death will be Iyabo’s shore:
Not a Mother
Not a Woman
Not a Virgin
When she arrives she will be not a Human—
Imagine Abiona never occurred.
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garden
of
eden

on a hill the Diviner 
draws future from
the sand:
House of Peace
House of Life—

the chalky skulls of departed ones are safe, 
their eyes sacred key holes
to the past cannot see
children in their games below
brief souls unqualified for eternity.
the Ancestors wear turned-back eyes
and cannot make the coming ships.
high up on their bony perch
they look and look
three thousand years
in the wrong direction.

the Diviner lays his sticks
House of Life and Death
House of the Wishes of God—
the future crouches
the fox is on his way
god puzzled in his cryptic finger
nails.  fossil skulls of Ancestors doze
sacred in the dry sun
out of the footpath of Civilization—



one by one the children look up.
one by one they lurch, stumble.
one by one the cradles spill.
one by one the Ancestors catch
their breath.

in good time the Dancers dance Dama, 
the Sirigi stretches at heaven
the Dancer alone tastes
the absolute presence of Amma,
alone can bear the shaft
of universe in his teeth
in his bones—an Old One 
escapes.  Dama will show the way.

—is there a mask, Yasigi,
to guide unvintaged souls?

the Dancer dances Dama.
he knows the Dance of Honor
is for the Old Ones seared
to their wisdom, summoned 
climbed up the ladder to the skies.
he tilts the sacred Sirigi
this way and that.
now a ladder of sun light.
now, arrow into sky.




one by one the children look up.
one by one they lurch, stumble.
one by one the cradles spill.
one by one the Ancestors catch
their breath.

in good time the Dancers dance Dama, 
the Sirigi stretches at heaven
the Dancer alone tastes
the absolute presence of Amma,
alone can bear the shaft
of universe in his teeth
in his bones—an Old One 
escapes.  Dama will show the way.

—is there a mask, Yasigi,
to guide unvintaged souls?

the Dancer dances Dama.
he knows the Dance of Honor
is for the Old Ones seared
to their wisdom, summoned 
climbed up the ladder to the skies.
he tilts the sacred Sirigi
this way and that.
now a ladder of sun light.
now, arrow into sky.









