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The wide range of eighteenth- and nine
teenth-century slave narratives-Anglo-African, 
French, Caribbean, North and South American, 
and Cuban-maps a long, diverse journey from 
slavery to freedom, which roots twentieth-century 
Caribbean and black African writing, as well as 
black British and African-American writing, in a 
creative tradition. Continuities have been noted 
from Olaudah Equiano (circa 1745 - 31 March 
1797) to nineteenth-century West African writers 
James Africanus Horton and Edward Wilmot 
Blyden, and to Chinua Achebe, who has de
scribed Equiano as his literary ancestor. The slave
narrative tradition contextualizes modern fic
tional treatments of slavery by rooting them in a 
specific historical and literary context and by pro
viding a precedent for telling about slavery from 
the point of view of slaves. Alex Haley's well
known search for his family's African ancestry, 
Roots (1976), and the Caribbean writer Caryl 
Phillips's novels Higher Ground (1989) and Cam
bridge (1991) are indebted to the sense of detail, 
subject matter, and dominant themes characteris
tic of The Interesting Narrative of Olaudah Equiano, 
or Gustavus Vassa, the African, Written b-y Himself 
(two volumes, 1789). 

The recent trend in African-American 
fiction-from Margaret Walker's Jubilee ( 1966) to 
Sherley Anne Williams's Dessa Rose (1986) and 
Toni Morrison's Beloved (1987)-suggests not 
only a persistent interest in the experience of slav
ery but also concern for the marginalized, and 
thus silenced, slave woman. Both Dessa Rose and 
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Beloved, in different ways, problematize telling 
the story of slavery, both as a public political act 
and as a private process that inevitably involves 
painful surfacing of memories and recognition of 
loss. The settings of Beloved and Dessa Rose in the 
era of nineteenth-century American slavery and 
its aftermath; the main focus of these two novels 
on female characters in sometimes problematic 
relationships to their families and communities; 
and a preoccupation with issues of silence and 
memory in coming to terms with the experience 
of slavery- all of this draws from and comments 
on the slave-narrative tradition, in which Equi
ano's autobiography participates in a powerful 
way. 

Scholars of early black writing are establish
ing the range and diversity characteristic of the 
slave-narrative tradition, and such attention en
courages comparative studies within the tradi
tion, on the basis of gender as well as historical 
and regional differences, and between slave narra
tives and their literary relations in contemporary 
fiction. Identifying such continuities is facilitated 
by scholarship that retrieves and contextualizes 
the works of eighteenth-century writers such as 
Equiano and his contemporaries Ottobah Cu
goano, Ignatius Sancho, and others. This critical 
activity has developed in parallel with the retrie
val and recognition of early black women's writ
ing, one result of which is the thirty-volume 
Schomburg Library of Nineteenth-Century Black 
Women Writers (1988), edited by Henry Louis 
Gates, Jr., which includes slave autobiographies 
by the African-American Harriet Jacobs and the 
West Indian Mary Prince, as well as the work of 
eighteenth-century poet Phillis Wheatley. Com
mentators who have placed Equiano in the Ameri-
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can slave-narrative tradition have initiated steps to
ward expanding and reevaluating the historical, 
geographical, and literary features by which read
ers know and name features of that tradition. 

Comparing Equiano's narrative with the 
first and best-known of Frederick Douglass's auto
biographies, Narrative of the Life of Frederick 
Douglass, An American Slave, Written By Himself 
(1845), and with Harriet Jacobs's Incidents in the 
Life of a Slave Girl, Written by Herself (1861) sug
gests ways in which different historical and gen
der realities shaped both the slave narrator's use 
of literary conventions and the extent to which 
the narrators felt compelled to mask problematic 
elements of their tales. Differences and similari
ties also emerge in the treatment of recurrent 
themes in Equiano's tale: the search for home 
and familial connection; relations with surrogate 
parent figures in the form of masters and mis-
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tresses; dilemmas of gratitude and repressed 
anger, often emerging as crucial silences in the 
story; and the liminal position of the slave nar
rator in relation to Christian white society. 
Phillips's Higher Ground tells three different tales
the first set on the jVest African coast during slav
ery, the second on death row in a U.S. prison in 
the 1960s, and finally, in London, as experienced 
by a Polish Jew separated from her family during 
World War II. The novel's unifying themes, histor
ical range, and focus on female as well as male 
characters all pay tribute to the slave-narrative tra
dition and move beyond it. 

The experience of motherhood is central to 
Jacobs's Incidents and to Dessa Rose and Beloved, 
but one may also look to male writers to explore 
maternity and images of women in general. In 
Equiano's narrative a persistent and varied pres
ence of women, and a significant mother figure, 
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can be identified; Douglass's second autobiogra
phy, My Bondage and My Freedom (1855), restores 
the presence of his grandmother and mother to 
his life story, and it roots Douglass's love of learn
ing in his mother's own literacy; the hero of Cam
bridge, whose words are often taken directly from 
Equiano, examines the place of both white and 
black women in slave society. T he place of 
Equiano's autobiography in the slave-narrative tra
dition and the links between The Interesting Narra
tive and novels by writers such as Achebe, Phil
lips, Morrison, and Williams demonstrate that 
slave narratives make up an engaged body of writ
ing, which participates in contexts, for example, 
of African cultural practices-vital presences in 
the slaves' lives and in the narratives through 
which many former slaves were able to account 
for their experiences in slavery. Slave narratives 
reflect mythic dimensions that transcend them: 
realms of family, community, and religion are 
seen shaping childhood, adolescent struggles, 
and adult dilemmas. That slave narratives pre
sent the reader with unfinished journeys is imme
diately evident in the black creative tradition that 
acknowledges the slave's voice-spoken, sung, 
and written-as its first utterance. 

Equiano was the author of the most remark
able, the fullest, and the most authentic of sev
eral slave autobiographies published in English in 
the late eighteenth century, and thus a full under
standing of his life and work is vital as a back
ground for the slave-narrative tradition. He was 
born circa 1745, probably not far from the mod
ern Nigerian city of Onitsha, in an Igbo village 
he calls Essaka, which has been variously identi
fied, most recently by Catherine Obianuju 
Acholonu as Isseke. At around the age of eleven 
he was kidnapped by a band of Africans raiding 
for slaves, carried to the coast by land and river, 
and sold to white slave traders "with horrible 
looks, red faces, and loose hair." He was taken to 
Barbados, then to Virginia, where he was pur
chased by a Lt. Michael Henry Pascal of the 
Royal Navy, who gave him the name Gustavus 
Vassa. He served Pascal throughout the Seven 
Years' War, with Gen. James Wolfe in Canada 
and Adm. Edward Boscawen in the Mediterra
nean fleet. 

Equiano's master arranged for him to at
tend school when ashore, and Equiano also re
ceived education in schools aboard the ships on 
which he served. He mixed freely with British fam
ilies whenever Pascal was on leave. Thinking that 
his master held him in genuine affection, 
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Equiano suffered another profound shock when 
Pascal sold him back to American slavery: he 
passed into the hands of a Philadelphia Quaker, 
Robert King, on whose merchant ships he 
worked for several years, earning enough money, 
at the age of twenty-one by trading on his own ac
count, to buy back his freedom. His subsequent 
travels included a voyage to the Arctic as assis
tant to the surgeon on the Phipps expedition 
(1772-1773); a tour of the Mediterranean as a 
manservant to an English traveler; and a period 
of six months among the Miskito Indians of Cen
tral America. He was appointed commissary for 
stores for the expedition that was to return many 
freed slaves to Africa in 1787 and create the settle
ment at Freetown in Sierra Leone; but before the 
ships finally left England, he was dismissed after 
disagreements with the organizers of the expedi
tion. He had by this time become the leading 
spokesman for the black population of London, 
and his dismissal might be seen as a blessing in dis
guise: it gave him the opportunity to complete 
his autobiography, which he had been working 
on for many years. 

Equiano's book was well supported and well 
received. The first edition lists over three hun
dred subscribers, and it went into eight British edi
tions in Equiano's lifetime, as well as an Ameri
can edition (1791), and translations into Dutch, 
Russian, and German; it continued to be read 
after his death, going into many more editions in 
the first half of the nineteenth century. Equiano 
was also a regular contributor of letters and re
views to the Public Advertiser, and one of his let
ters, to Lord Hawkesbury, was presented as 
evidence to the 1789 government committee inves
tigating the slave trade. In the years following his 
return to England from slavery, he devoted 
much of his time to active involvement in the 
fight for abolition; it was he, for instance, who in
formed the abolitionist Granville Sharp of the 
murder of 130 slaves aboard the Zang, a case that 
shocked the public in 1783. Equiano was also in
volved in securing the freedom of black people 
who had been captured and threatened with a re
turn to West Indian slavery. 

After his book had been published, he trav
eled widely throughout Great Britain, selling cop
ies and speaking publicly against slavery. In 
England he traveled to Birmingham, Durham, 
Stockton, Hull, Bath, Devizes, Liverpool, Man
chester, Sheffield, Nottingham, and Shrewsbury; 
a record of his visit to the last survives in an unpub
lished diary (in the Cambridgeshire Record Of-
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Notation by Equiano in a copy of An Exposition of all the Books of the Old and New Testaments (eighth edition, 1772) 
by Matthew Henry (Edinburgh University Library) 

fice), that of Katherine Plymley: "my brother had 
then purchased of him the memoires of his life 
written by himself; and I believe his business at 
that time was to get introduced wherever he 
could, and to dispose of them-my Brother was 
rather concerned at his going through the coun
try for this purpose, as he feared it would only 
tend to increase the difficulty of getting subscrip
tions when wanted, for carrying on the business 
of abolition. The luke-warm would be too apt to 

think, if this be the case, and we are to have Ne
groes come about in this way, it will be very trou
blesome; my brother thought there was some
thing not quite right about him, or he would 
have been at Sierra Leone." But Katherine's sister
in-law, Ann, and the children took to Equiano: 
"the little people, though they had never been ac
customed to blacks, immediately went to him, of
fered their hands, and behaved in their pretty 
friendly way," and eventually Equiano was 
awarded the stamp of approval. Though he ap
pears to have made many white friends, there 
are indications that even the supporters of aboli
tion could be paternalistic and insulting, as his ac
count of his dismissal from the post of commis
sary for stores demonstrates (in volume two of 
his autobiography), and as does a letter from one 
of his white friends, Mrs. Susannah Akinson, try
ing to cheer him up after an unhappy visit to 
some abolitionists at Elland, near Leeds, in I 791: 
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"I am sorry to hear you are low-suffer yourself 
not to be hurt by trifles, since you must in this tran
sitory and deceitful world meet with many un
pleasant changes. I was sorry we should be so un
fortunate as to recommend you to any who 
should in the least slight you ... but I sincerely 
hope you have since experienced that friendship 
and civility from those you have been with, 
which has amply made up for the treatment you 
there received." (This letter is in the Cambridge
shire Record Office.) 

On 7 April 1792 Equiano married Susan Cul
len of Soham. There were two children of the mar
riage: Anna Maria Vassa died at age four in 1797 
and is commemorated on a memorial tablet in St. 
Andrew's Parish Church, Chesterton, near Cam
bridge. Her mother had died two years before, 
and Equiano himself three months before, on 31 
March 1797. One daughter, Johanna, survived. 
Equiano left enough to provide her with a good 
education and upbringing, and on her twenty
first birthday in 1816 she received, as a posthu
mous gift from her father, the sum of £950. In 
his will Equiano, after making provision for his 
two daughters, requested that, should they not 
outlive him, his estate should pass to the Sierra 
Leone Company, half of it to be used expressly 
for the establishment of schools. Sharp was at 
Equiano's side when he died. There appears to 
have been something of a rift in their friendship 
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at the time of Equiano's dismissal from the com
pany: Sharp wrote to his brother in 1787 that 
"all the jealousies and animosities between the 
Whites and Blacks [on the Sierra Leone expedi
tion) had subsided, and that they had been very or
derly since Mr. Vassa and two or three other dis
contented persons had been left on shore in 
Plymouth." But this rift was later healed: 
Equiano continued to speak of Sharp and other ab
olitionist leaders such as Thomas Clarkson and 
James Ramsay with affection and respect, and 
Sharp wrote to his niece, Jemima, many years 
later, when she asked about Equiano, "He was a 
sober, honest man-and I went to see him upon 
his death bed, and he had lost his voice so that 
he could only whisper." 

Equiano probably had a hand in a book pub
lished two years before his autobiography. There 
is evidence that he gave some assistance to his 
friend Cugoano in the writing of the latter's 
Thoughts and Sentiments on the Evil and Wicked Traf
fu; of the Slavery and Commerce of the Human Species 
(I 787). But Cugoano's book, though it contains el
ements of autobiography, is essentially an abo
litionist tract and has little of the range of indi
vidual observation and lively storytelling of 
Equiano's autobiography. The opening section of 
The Interesting Narrative deals in some detail with 
Igbo village life as Equiano remembers it. There 
is every indication that his memories are accu
rate, and in a crucial paragraph he establishes 
the values of this society as underlying the whole 
of his life, which he repeatedly suggests was as 
deeply grounded in his memories of Igbo child
hood as in the Christian values he adopted, seri
ously but sometimes ambiguously, in later times: 

I hope the reader will not think I have tres
passed on his patience in introducing myself with 
some account of the manners and customs of my 
country. They had been implanted in me with 
great care, and made an impression on my mind 
which all the adversity and variety of fortune I 
have since experienced served only to rivet and re
cord; for, whether the love of one's country be 
real or imaginary, or a lesson in reason, or an in
stinct of nature, I still look back with pleasure on 
the first scenes of my life, though that pleasure 
has been for the most part mingled with sorrow. 

The Interesting Narrative returns to such a 
theme in several passages, notably in the compari
sons between white Christian society and those of 
the Muslim Turks of Smyrna and of the Miskito In
dians of Central America. He also notes his· de-
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light at discovering in the Bible "the laws and 
rules of my country written almost exactly here; 
circumstances which I believe tended to impress 
our manners and customs more deeply on my 
memory." In this respect Equiano is a forerunner 
of a tradition-including Horton's West African 
Countries and Peoples (1868) and the modern nov
els of Achebe-of restoring honor to the Igbo an
cestors. Equiano's account of his experiences in 
Smyrna apparently influenced Edward Wilmot 
Blyden's Christianity, Islam and the Negro Race 
(1887) and the rise of the Black Muslim move
ment. Were one to seek further lines of continu
ity, one might turn to recent American commenta
tors: William L. Andrews, for example, has seen 
Equiano as "the prophet, if not the father, of Afro
American autobiography"; and Angelo Costanzo 
sees him as "setting the pattern of countless 
narratives-both non-fictional and fictional-that 
have influenced American literature to the pres
ent." 

Another recurrent theme is Equiano's 
search for human relationships with his some
times appalling, sometimes disconcertingly benev
olent captors; this often manifests itself as a strug
gle in Equiano's own heart between his need for 
a "father" and his desire to break away from the 
paternal and become his own "captain." Of his 
shipmate Daniel Queen, Equiano writes, "In 
short, he was like a father to me: and some even 
used to call me after his name; they also styled 
me the black Christian. Indeed I almost loved 
him with the affection of a son." Equiano's own fa
ther he describes with pride as "one of those el
ders or chiefs which I have spoken of ... styled 
Embrenche ... a term, as I remember, import
ing the highest distinction, and signifying in our 
language a mark of grandeur." His first master, 
Pascal, appears to adopt him, and Pascal's failure 
as a "father," when he resells Equiano into slav
ery, is one of several traumas of relationship in 
the autobiography. Later, the role of "captain" 
and "father" is transferred to Capt. Thomas 
Farmer, who is a principal aid in Equiano's regain
ing his own freedom. Of Farmer, Equiano writes 
on this occasion: "Every one I met I told of my 
happiness, and blazed about the virtue of my 
amiable master and captain." At the same time, 
Equiano wishes to return to London in order to 
confront Pascal: "I determined that the year fol
lowing, if it pleased God, I would see old En
gland once more, and surprise my old master, 
Captain Pascal, who was hourly on my mind; for 
I still loved him, nothwithstanding his usage of 
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me, and I pleased myself with thinking of what 
he would say when he saw what the Lord had 
done for me .... "Farmer, however, his benefac
tor, still needed him aboard ship: "Here grati
tude bowed me down; and none but the gener
ous mind can judge of my feelings, struggling 
between inclination and duty." Equiano's relation
ship with Farmer became strained, but Farmer 
soon died, resolving Equiano's struggle. Farmer's 
death was seen by Equiano as yet another sign of 
God's providence. On one hand, Equiano tells 
the reader that "Every man on board loved this 
man, and regretted his death. . . . I was exceed
ingly affected at it, and I found that I did not 
know, till he was gone, the strength of my regard 
for him"; yet, on the other hand, this leaves 
Equiano in charge of the ship, "and I now at
tained a new appellation, and was called Cap
tain." 
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What becomes apparent is Equiano's need 
to free himself from the paternalistic, almost as 
much as from enmity and contempt, and this sec
tion of the autobiography is a striking demonstra
tion of the psychology of paternalism, as regret 
for Farmer's death is inextricably entangled with 
Equiano's resentment toward the benevolence 
that had been imposed on him, and his delight 
(which he is prepared to reveal as having its 
streak of vanity) at the opportunity to display his 
skills as a navigator, a leader of men, his own cap
tain. His ambivalence toward authority is brought 
out by persistent ironies, often in the guise of 
naivete: "I have often seen slaves, particularly 
those who were meagre, in different islands, put 
into scales and weighed; and then sold from 
three pence to six pence or nine pence a pound. 
My master, however, whose humanity was 
shocked by this mode, used to sell such by the 
lump." 

It is important that the reader should bear 
in mind the demands placed upon Equiano that 
determine the tone of his narrative. On one 
hand he was a man who had every reason to de
test the slave trade on personal grounds and was 
one of the few articulate representatives of the Af
rican slaves themselves; on the other, he was a 
committed Christian, a prominent member, how
ever ambivalently, of white society, and a spokes
man for a white-led abolitionist movement. The 
prevalent tone of the narrative shows in this pas
sage from the opening chapter: 

People generally think those memoirs only wor
thy to be read or remembered which abound in 
great or striking events, those, in short, which in 
a high degree excite either admiration or pity; 
all others they consign to contempt or oblivion. 
It is therefore, I confess, not a little hazardous in 
a private and obscure individual, and a stranger 
too, thus to solicit the indulgent attention of the 
public; especially when I own I offer here the his
tory of neither a saint, a hero, nor a tyrant. I be
lieve there are few events of my life which have 
not happened to many: it is true the incidents of 
it are numerous; and, did I consider myself an Eu
ropean, l might say my sufferings were great: 
but when I compare my lot with most of my coun
trymen, I regard myself as a particular favourite of 
Heaven, and acknowledge the mercies of Provi
dence in every occurrence of my life. 

The tone is of the European man of reason 
and sensitivity; but far from simply aligning him
self with European values, Equiano sets up con
flicts and tensions that are to characterize his nar-
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rative. His phrase "the mercies of Providence" sug
gests a Christian view of the world, but later in 
the narrative, in the midst of a series of refer
ences to fate, fortune, and Providence, he re
minds the reader that "as I was from early years 
a predestinarian, I thought that whatever fate 
had determined must ever come to pass," and as 
a result he roots what appear to be Christian be
liefs in his pre-Christian Igbo upbringing. The ital
icized words, "a particular favourite of Heaven," 
have similarly to be set against his Ibgo name, 
Olaudah, which he tells the reader a few pages 
later, "in our language signifies vicissitude or for
tune also, one favoured .... " When he refers to 
himself as "a private and obscure individual, and 
a stranger, too," then adds "did I consider myself 
an European," with the subsequent ironic con
trast with the "sufferings" of white men and 
black, he establishes the separation of himself 
from civilized Christian gentlemen and notes his 
relationship to "most of my countrymen" in the 
very process of acknowledging his better "for
tune" and consequent status in white society. Fi
nally, in stressing that he is to present himself as 
"neither a saint, a hero, nor a tyrant," he pre
pares the ground for an often equivocal self
display: he subsequently presents himself as naive 
as well as innocent, vain as well as justly proud, 
self-seeking as well as practical, and in this avoid
ance of a mere stance of saintliness and heroism es
tablishes himself all the more firmly both as him
self, and as part of humankind. But when he 
adds "tyrant" to the list of what he is not, he re
minds readers once again of the brutalities that 
lie beneath the surface of their benevolence. 
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