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To see is to know.  But how can we know the histories, the stories, the 

names of a people that were undocumented or erased? 

 

 

I asked myself that question late one evening while resting in a hammock in my 

studio in Portobelo, Panama as I admired the sun setting on the bay.  The ruins of 

the colonial era dock that was the first encounter with tierra firme for weary and 

enslaved black bodies faces my studio. 

 

The setting sun in Portobelo reflects off the cerulean blue sky and puffy 

white clouds unto the still waters of the bay producing a unique light effect that 

seemingly glows from beneath.  I wondered that evening – could that light be the 

souls of the children that perished at sea during the Middle Passage? 

 

The following morning I began drawing anonymous faces of children that 

might not have survived that journey.  Shortly after, curious neighborhood kids 

surrounded me as I worked and began guessing which of their friends bore a 

resemblance to the faces now appearing in my drawings.  Many Portobelenians 

are descendants of Africans that arrived in the village enslaved.  I soon came to 

realize that the faces in my drawings might bare phenotypic resemblances to the 

ancestors of the children of Portobelo that I was seeing every day.   

 

I became obsessed with knowing their stories, their names.  This obsession 

led to a body of work that employed traditional African names and villages to 

identify the faces in a series of paintings, drawings and prints.  I solicited the 

assistance of Opal Moore, a poet, to tell me their stories in poetic form for a 

performance art project we titled, The Voyage of the Delfina.  In so doing we sought 

to erase the anonymity to which these children were relegated. 

 



  Erasing Erasure and other ways of seeing is a slide-lecture that examines 

this body of work that attempts to return the dignity of enslaved children who had 

names, families and distinct lives.  The lecture culminates with a new body of 

work focused on black youth that are now being “erased” off the streets of our 

nation, the favelas of Brazil, the slums of the Caribbean and the rainforests and 

shantytowns of Africa.   


