
Tom Feelings. 
The Middle Passage

The MEC Library Archives & Special Collections department (ASPC) houses a wide range of
books and non-published materials documenting and commemorating the Black achievement.
To provide a broader access to and to promote the ASPC holdings, the Archives and Special
Collections librarian Yelena Novitskaya has been creating displays and exhibitions, both tra-
ditional and virtual. The Middle Passage:White Ships/ Black Cargo by Tom Feelings is a sem-
inal work and a powerful piece of art, which is held in Special Collections (the only copy the
Library possesses is signed by the author), cries for being introduced to a wider audience. In
64 extraordinary paintings Tom Feelings tells the story of forced voyages made by enslaved
Africans from Africa to the Americas over an approximately 350-year period. For this exhibit,
which Yelena Novitskaya felt could be a way to introduce the book to the public, she digitized
selected paintings from the book and supplied additional educational resources to provide the
factual and emotional background for the work.











               
                   

                   
                

              

                   
               

                
                
                 

                
                 
      
          

                 
                
               
               

              
                 
                

                
                

                   
                
       

      

                  
          
               

                
              

                     

                  
 

                   
   

                 
      



Tom Feelings was born on May 19, 1933, and raised in Brooklyn, New York. He attended the
School of the Visual Arts and later lived in Ghana and Guyana, where he worked as a teacher. He was
the recipient of a grant from the National Endowment for the Arts and worked for many years as an il-
lustrator. Feelings was artist in residence at the University of South Caro-lina from 1990 to 1995. The
winner of numerous awards for his work, he died in Mexico on August 25, 2003.

+++
The closeness of the place, the heat of the climate, added to the number of the ship, which was so
crowded that each had scarcely enough room to turn himself, almost suffocated us. This produced co-
pious perspirations, so that the air became unfit for respiration, from a variety of loathsome smells, and
brought on a sickness among the slaves, of which many died, thus falling victim to the improvident
avarice, as I may call it, of their purchasers. This wretched situation was again aggravated by the galling
of chains, now become insupportable; and the filth of the necessary tubs, into which the many children
often fell, and were almost suffocated. The shrieks of the women, the groans of the dying, rendered the
whole a scene of horror almost inconceivable.
(From The Interesting Narrative of Olaudah Equiano, a former slave, 1745–1797)

The Middle Passage is the series of forced voyages made by enslaved Africans from Africa to the Ameri-
cas over an approximately 350-year period. It was the second part of the three-part journey of mer-chant
ships in the transatlantic slave trade, when Af-ricans were enslaved, shackled below the decks of slave
ships, and then transported as human cargo across the Atlantic Ocean to the Western Hemi-sphere. 
The Middle Passage inflicted an incalculable amount of physical and mental terror upon those Africans
who experienced it. At the height of the transatlantic slave trade in the 1700s, the demand for African
slaves in the Americas was enormous. In order to fulfill this demand and enhance profit, slave traders
very often attempted to fit as many African people as possible on their ships. This practice, sometimes
called "tight-packing," made use of various methods in an effort to save space below deck. These meth-
ods ranged from forcing the enslaved Africans to lie flat in spaces that could fit little more than their own
bodies, to stacking people one on top of an-other. Existing slave ship records suggest that the average
space per person averaged under seven feet long.

(From: Tom Feelings. The Middle Passage. Preface)

As our contribution to the Black History Month, the library archives has put up an exhibit on Tom Feel-
ings and his book “The Middle Passage: White Ships/ Black Cargo.”
The award-winning master artist Tom Feelings called himself “a storyteller in picture form”. In his mag-
nificent major work he tells the story of the Middle Passage, the forced voyages made by enslaved
Africans from Africa to the Americas. Sixty-four stunning and horrific illustrations in pen-and-ink and tem-
pera on rice paper are both a testimony to our capacity for evil and a tribute to the survival of the human
spirit.
The display at the archives presents the book, which the library received as a gift from the artist, with
his signature.

I bring to my art a quality which is rooted in the cul-ture of Africa...and expanded by the experience of
being black in America
The struggle to create artwork, as well as to live cre-atively under any conditions and survive (like my
ancestors), embodies my particular heritage in America



Conditions below the decks of slave ships were utterly inhospitable. The environment was severely
cramped, fresh air was limited, and attention to basic hygiene was virtually nonexistent. Sickness and
disease were common, particularly smallpox, dysentery, and different types of unidentified fevers.
Many Africans did not survive the journey, and large numbers of those who did arrived in the Americas
in an incredibly debilitated physical state.
Although it is difficult or even impossible to imagine the psychological effects of the Middle Passage
on those who went through it, the experience of kidnap-ping or capture and transport was certainly
chaotic, confusing, devastatingly disorienting, and terrifying. In one of the most famous autobiogra-
phies of the eighteenth century, Olaudah Equiano, an African for-mer slave who later became a lead-
ing voice in Brit-ain's antislavery movement, described his own experi-ence on the Middle Passage as
a welter of utter confusion, violence, and brutality.                          Equiano could not fully comprehend
where he was going or why. Com-ing aboard the slave ship and realizing the severity of his situation,
he collapsed and fainted.
Others succumbed more fully to these sorts of feel-ings of anguish, confusion, and grief. Accounts of
the Middle Passage refer to instances in which cap-tured Africans jumped from slave ships into the
ocean and drowned rather than reconcile with their fate. Others resisted violently. Attempted mutinies
by Africans were relatively frequent, though most were unsuccessful. One of the most successful
slave ship mutinies occurred on the Amistad in 1839, an event made famous by a 1997 film by that
name.
In terms of general trends and figures, the transat-lantic slave trade began in South America and
moved northward. By the eighteenth century, North America, Brazil, and the Caribbean were the
largest markets for African slaves. Estimates vary as to the precise numbers of Africans who suffered
the Middle Passage, but the generally agreed-upon figure lies somewhere between 10 million and 15
million; be-tween 10 and 15 percent of this number did not survive the journey.
(From: Encyclopedia of African American Society)

Pale white sailing ships like huge white birds of prey, plunging forward into mountainous rising white
foaming waves of cold water, surrounding and engulfing everything. Our ancestries, hundreds of them
locked in the belly of each of these ships, chained together like animals throughout the long voyage
from Africa towards unknown destinations, millions dying from the awful conditions in the bowels of
the filthy slave galleys.
(From: Tom Feelings. The Middle Passage. Preface)

Storytelling is an ancient African oral tradition through which the values and history of a people are
passed on to the young. And essentially I am a storyteller. Illustrated books are a natural extension of
this African oral tradition.
(From: Tom Feelings. The Middle Passage. Preface)

I have finished this long “psychological and spiritual journey back in order to move forward” with the
completion of the last painting of The Middle Pas-sage––a story that has changed me forever. My
struggle to tell this African story, to create this art-work as well as live creatively under any conditions
and survive, as my ancestors did, embodies my par-ticular heritage in this world. As the blues, jazz,
and the spirituals teach, one must embrace all of life, both its pain and joy, creatively. Knowing this, I,
we, may be disappointed, but never destroyed.


