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The slave narrative, a genre the genesis of which can be dated from the early seven​teenth century, is primarily associated with the biographical and autobiographical sketches of former North American bondsmen and bondswomen of African descent. This genre reached the height of its popularity in the midnine​teenth century with Frederick Douglass's Nar​rative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An American Slave (1845) and Booker T. (ii)Washington's Up From Slavery; An Autobiography (1901). Of these two well-known books, Douglass's carefully constructed auto​biography is considered, by such experts as Stephen Butterfield, "the finest example of the slave autobiography as a literary art form." Yet a number of eighteenth-century slave nar​ratives continue to attract critical attention; among these, Olaudah Equiano's The Inter​esting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, the African (1789), according to critic Paul Edwards, is "the most remarkable of the 18th century" books by black writers.

In The Negro Author (1931) Vernon Loggins places Equiano's narrative among such landmarks of eighteenth-century black writing as the poetry of Phillis Wheatley and the almanacs of Benjamin Banneker.  Loggins found Equiano's book of even greater signif​icance than Washington's or Douglass's be​cause "At the time it was published, in 1789, few books had been produced in America which afford such vivid, concrete, and pica​resque narrative." After noting that the slave narrative provides the "spirit and vitality and the angle of vision responsible for the most effective prose writing by Black Americans," Arna Bontemps, in his introduction to Great (iii)Slave Narratives (1969), called Equiano's work "the first truly notable book in the genre.

Equianos' declaration from the outset that he was writing his memoirs at the request of friends; his announced hope that through his work he would become 'an instrument of [his] suffering countrymen"; and the polemi​cal character of the slave narrative obscure the forty-four year-old Ibo's autobiographical intentions and his literary innovations.  Equiano is fundamentally concerned with coherently shaping his past in order to gain insight into the long-range significance of his life. Consequently, although through narra​tion and description he succeeds in recreating some sense of the slave trade during the eight​eenth century, Equiano ends up reconstruct​ing, as Roy Pascal says the autobiographer inevitably does. "the movement of a life, or a part of a life, in the actual circumstances in which it was lived."

What is significant about the autobio​graphical form of Equiano's slave narrative is that autobiography, as a genre, was in its infancy during the eighteenth century and thus had not achieved stature as a bona fide literary form. According to Wayne Shumaker, before the mideighteenth century, "the prestige of autobiography was not great enough to (iv) make the writing of personal life seem, as it is today, quite natural and normal." In fact, he argues, self portraiture "was thought well-bred only when it had admonitory or historical values or explained the conduct which through public misunderstanding had brought the moral conduct of the writer into doubt."

By the mideighteenth century, however, there was a noticeable movement away from what had been the consistently objective and resolutely impersonal narratives to a more in​trospective analysis. Autobiographies seemed more concerned with self-analysis, psycholog​ical individuality, and intellectual and emo​tional analysis. These interests were due in part to religious concerns of the authors who, for example, may have been concerned with the immediacy of the spiritual self and the repentance of sins, or who may have accepted the journal of autobiography as "almost a re​quirement of faith."  But another body of con​version literature, which merged the spiritual and secular, that had been written by individ​uals who stood on the fringe of the established church, was becoming visible.

The popularity of Equiano's Interest​ing Narrative of the Life was due to its spiritual elements and reader interest in the (v) private lives of public figures. Without a doubt, Equiano seems to place his religious concerns at the center of his work. The crux of his narrative is related more to his spiritual freedom than his physical freedom; the text is even framed with his portrait, in which he holds a Bible conveniently turned to Acts 4:12: "For there is no other name under heaven by which we must be saved." An eight​eenth-century reader would have realized at once that Equiano's focus was his effort to make straight "the crooked paths" of a "sinful" life. In fact, midway through the narrative, Equiano includes a lengthy discourse on his conversion to Methodism.

Equiano was an Ibo born in the Essaka region, northeast of the Niger River, in the interior of Nigeria. At the age of eleven, he was kidnapped with his sister by local raiders. Carried west and south across a large river, probably the Niger; by tribal Africans who spoke a different language, Equiano was brought to the coast and sold to British slavers sailing to the American continent. In his nar​rative he recounts his departure from his Af​rican homeland, the horrors of the voyage, and his multifarious experiences with slavery in the West Indies, North America, the British Isles, and England, his adopted home.  

(vi) Equiano begins his twelve-chapter, two​-volume work with an introduction to the man​ners and customs of his Essakan community, including descriptions of the social, political, and economic systems of eighteenth-century, traditional Ibo life. His culture was built on simple manners and few luxuries, and al​though it was one in which slavery was prac​ticed and polygamy was a way of life, adultery was condemned, and slaves were often treated as members of the community. In his review of Ibo life, Equiano draws many religious and cultural analogies between his people and the Jews and expresses the belief "that the one people has sprung from the other."

During a century when even other black writers spoke of slavery with hushed voices, in laying bare the horrors of slavery that con​fronted him with each step he took away from his father's home, Equiano raises his voice loudly against it, examining and criticizing the arguments and rationalizations of the proslavery camp.  In order to "assemble a weight of evidence against slavery that would crush it in every aspect before the court of world opinion," as Charles Nichols tells us the slave narrative would do, and to make the atrocities of slavery the central theme of his work, Equiano addresses the gamut of the (vii) de​humanizing experiences of enslavement, from the separation of families to the deaths of those who chose suicide over slavery.

Feeling fragmented by his own separa​tion from community, and later from his sister, Equiano tells us that the began his term in slavery "in a state of distraction not to be described. I cried and grieved continually; and for several days did not eat anything but what they forced into my mouth." As witness to the "wretchedness of slavery" Equiano in​terrogates his audience with irony: “Are the dearest of friends and relations, now rendered more dear by their separation from their kindred, still to be parted from each other, and thus prevented from sharing the gloom of slavery, with the small comfort of being to​gether, and mingling their sufferings and sorrows? Why are parents to lose their chil​dren, brothers their sisters, or husbands their wives? Surely this is a new refinement in cruelty."

Equally violent for Equiano were the inhumane conditions which the Africans were made to endure while on board the slave ships that brought them to the New World. In graphic detail he describes the stench that per​meated the ship's hold: "the closeness of the space, and the heat of the climate added to the (viii) number in the ship which was so crowded that each had scarcely room to turn himself almost suffocating us. This produced copious per​spirations, so that the air soon became unfit for respiration, from a variety of loathsome smells, and brought on a sickness among the slaves, of which many died - thus falling vic​tims to the improvident avarice ... of their purchasers." Later when the slave ships reached the West Indies to disperse their hu​man cargo, and when the still-unsold Equiano, called variously Jacob or Michael, reached Virginia, he witnessed further atroc​ities, including rapes and mutilations. As chattel, slaves were often "branded with the initials of their master's name; and a load of heavy iron hooks hung about their necks. In​deed, on the most trifling occasions, they were loaded with chains; and often instruments of torture were added.... I have seen a Negro beaten till some of his bones were broken, for only letting a pot boil over" Equiano reported seeing a Virginia cook muzzled. The "poor creature was cruelly loaded with various kinds of iron machines; she had one particularly on her head, which locked her mouth so fast that she could scarcely speak; and could not eat or drink." In his report of a slave who was hung and then burnt for trying to poison a cruel (ix) overseer, Equiano wrote: "thus, by repeated cruelties are the wretched driven to despair, and then murdered because they still retain so much of human nature about them as to wish to put an end to their misery, and retaliate on their tyrants."

Equiano's own experiences would be mostly those of an indulgently treated African slave-servant. Even in Africa, his first mas​ters purchased him more for companionship than for labor. In Virginia, he was secured by "one Mr. Campbell," who was his only New World master to put him in the field for "a few weeks weeding grass, and gathering stones in a plantation." This apprenticeship in manual labor was short-lived; Campbell sold Equiano to Michael Henry Pascal, a former lieutenant in the Royal Navy, who commanded a mer​chant ship. Pascal had become fond of Equiano and purchased him as "a present to some friends in England."

Pascal renamed Equiano Gustavus Vassa, after the sixteenth-century Swedish king. Equiano resisted the name, and when he insisted upon being called Jacob, he was hit. He finally submitted, but returned to using an African name when he bought his feedom in 1766. Equiano's life en route to England aboard Pascal's Industrious Bee was eased (x) by the friendship he established with Richard Baker, a teenaged American sailor. Serving as his companion and tutor, Baker was instrumental in Equiano's acculturation into Western civilization. In one of the most poignant passages in Equiano's Narrative, he ex​presses his desire to read like Pascal and his friend Richard Baker. "1 had often seen my master and Dick employed in reading, and I had a great curiosity to talk to the books as I thought they did, and so to learn how all things had a beginning: for that purpose I have often taken up a book and have talked to it and then put my ears to it, when in hopes it would answer me; and I have been very much concerned when I found it remained silent." By 1759 Equiano was fluent in English.

From the time they landed in England Equiano was preferentially treated. In Fal​mouth, where Pascal took the slave first, the servants of the master with whom Equiano boarded waited on him as one of the family. In Guernsey he was again boarded with a beneficent family. Their kind treatment caused the now-pampered slave to become con​fused about his role and to attempt to "change" his color by washing his face until his cheeks would become rosy like his white playmate's. (xi) "[B]ut it was all in vain." he wrote; "and now I began to be mortified at the difference in our complexions:'

After spending two years at sea with Pascal, Equiano returned to England where he was sent to wait on Pascal's cousins, the Guerin sisters (perhaps the individuals for whom he had originally been purchased as a gift). The sisters encouraged his personal de​velopment by sending him to school for a for​mal education, and they saw to his spiritual well-being by having him baptized. But Pas​cal, who was then serving under Admira/Bos​cawen during the Seven Years' War, soon took him to sea again.

In 1757, when Equiano had arrived in England with Pascal, Great Britain was en​gaged in a full-fledged war with her colonial rival, France. Pascal was assigned as captain to the Namur, which served as flagship in the fleet of Admiral Boscawen, and Equiano served with him. Ironically, in this war for dominance over a part of West Africa that was not very far from his own homeland, in order to control such "commodities" as African slaves, Equiano found an avenue for rising above the "blood stained gates of slavery," to find meaning and dignity while still enslaved. He wants his readers to believe that he was (xii) able to find in the Seven Years' War an avenue for regaining the power, valor, honor, and respect, in short, the humanity of which he had been robbed with his abduction into slav​ery. In his tale, Equiano fashions himself as a protagonist who, had he been left to tradi​tional African experiences, could easily have risen to heroic stature, since, as he seems to suggest throughout the narrative, traditional African communal life was associated with that which is heroic and ideal.

On the surface of his narration of the war Equiano takes the role of the eyewitness observer, the on-the-scene correspondent re​porting with precision land and sea engage​ments between the British and the French. Naturally, he provides the most detail about those battles involving the Namur. Perhaps no battle was more important to Boscawen (and, indeed, to Equiano) than his successful gun battle with the French fleet at Gibraltar in August 1759.

After dramatically and suspensefully reporting this significant engagement, Equiano reveals his view of his own role in the battle; more than a mere servant or slave, he sees himself as a heroic fighter. "My station during the engagement was on the middle deck, where I was quartered with another boy, (xiii) to bring powder to the aftermost gun.... Hap​pily I escaped unhurt, though the shots and splinters flew thick about me during the whole fight...... At this station my gun-mate... and I ran a very high risk, for more than a half hour, of blowing up the ship.... We were also, from our employment, very much exposed to the enemy's shots; for we had to go through nearly the whole length of the ship to bring the powder."

In the tradition of the African folk-trickster Anansi, who is sometimes caught in the traps that he sets for others, Equiano can be glimpsed for a moment behind the facade of his tale. Undoubtedly he is aware of the possibly indignant reaction of his audience to his work, were they to conclude that he had overstepped the bounds of his subservient so​cial role; but a proud Equiano cannot refrain from revealing the fact that he had covertly assumed the role of the chivalrous warrior from the very beginning.

By the age of fourteen and after three years in and around England, Equiano was relatively comfortable in his situation. "I was so far from being afraid of anything new which I saw that after I had been some time in the ship," he says, "I even began to long for an engagement. My griefs, too, which in (xiv) young minds are not perpetual, were now wearing away, and I soon enjoyed myself pretty well....”  His active participation in maritime experiences, British life, and strong friendships gave him a competence in the lan​guage and culture that led him not only to absorb the British spirit and to imitate its man​ners but also to conclude that Pascal did not have the right to hold him in bondage. Al​though Pascal treated him "with the greatest kindness," Equiano desired above all his free​dom. Determined that Equiano should remain enslaved, Pascal sold him to Captain Doran, who took the disappointed youth to Montserrat in the West Indies where, as a "prisoner with​out hope," he was sold to Robert King, a Phil​adelphia merchant.

Convinced that Equiano was not a "common slave," King placed him in a trusted position as shipping and receiving clerk and, recognizing his diverse talents, he soon called upon Equiano to serve him as barber, currier of his horses, and even manager of his vessels. He also assigned Equiano to assist Capt. Thomas Farmer, manager of one of King's vessels who carried cargo throughout the West Indies and the southern part of the American colonies. For nearly four years, this assign​ment provided Equiano with the opportunity (xv) to travel to new and different places, where he continued to witness firsthand the atrocity and barbarity of slavery which he would later re​cord in his narrative. During this period he was 'filled with the thoughts of freedom," and through his entrepreneurial skills, he amassed the forty pounds necessary to purchase his freedom from King.

On 11 July 1766 Equiano purchased his papers of manumission, and as a freeman he continued his travels in the West Indies and America. Only a month after he was freed, in Savannah, Georgia, Equiano had a physical altercation with a slave whose master boarded the ship the next day to demand satisfaction. Equiano refused to go ashore with him be​cause, he said, he was "much embarrassed, and very apprehensive of a flogging at the least." Later, working himself into a rage, he reports he "would sooner die like a free man, than suffer [himself] to be scourged by the hands of ruffians, and [his] blood drawn like a slave." However, he went into hiding instead and was only released from the threat of a constable's warrant for his arrest by the in​tercession of his captain.

Equiano traveled to the West Indies but a short time later returned to America sailing under William Phillips, captain of a (xvi) merchant ship whose cargo included slaves. With Phillips, Equiano returned to Savannah, where he was again nearly retaken into slavery when he broke a curfew for blacks. A few days later he was nearly kidnapped by two white men he met on a road. “I took a final leave of Georgia," Equiano narrates at the opening of chapter nine, “for the treatment I had received in it disgusted me very much against the place; and when I left it...I de​termined never more to revisit it."

Equiano soon returned to England. There he dedicated himself to a rigorous program of self-improvement which included being trained and employed as a hairdresser and receiving instruction in the French horn and arithmetic. Driven by a desire to secure a larger income and to travel in the manner of a cultured gentleman, Equiano worked for a time for Dr. Charles Irving, a scientist whose experiments with the purification of salt water were widely known. He later traveled to Italy, Turkey, Portugal, and the Mediterranean, where he was engaged in such diverse activi​ties as studying architecture, attending the grand opera, visiting churches, and savoring the finest foods and wines that he could find. In 1773 Equiano joined Dr. Irving once again; this time, however, he sailed with (xviii) Irving's expedition to the Arctic in quest of a passage to India. The harrowing voyage, viv​idly recounted in Equiano's narrative, included encounters with killer whales and "sea horses," and the boat nearly sank after it struck an iceberg, Equiano's seafaring life eventu​ally returned him to America, specifically to New York and Pennsylvania, where he spent extended periods of time, met with black lead​ers, and explored the diverse denominational practices of several religious sects. He even​tually became a Methodist.

Returning finally to London, he became actively involved in the British plan to colo​nize Sierra Leone and was appointed com​missary for Stores for the Black Poor; an emigrationist group that aimed at returning blacks to Africa. Among the first emigrants, he spoke out against the mismanagement of funds and supplies he had witnessed en route, as well as the inhumane treatment of the em​igrants, and he was dismissed from the colo​nizing party. In 1788 he petitioned the Queen of England on behalf of his enslaved fellow Africans. By the time his autobiography ap​peared in 1789, Equiano was deeply involved in the abolitionist movement in England. After marrying Susanna Cullen of Ely at Soham Church, Cambridgeshire, in April 1792, (xviii) Equiano fathered two daughters, Ann Maria and Johanna. He died 31 March 1797. In Equiano's own words, his "life and fortune [were] extemely checkered, and [his] adventures various.

From the beginning, The Interesting Narrative of the Life, which would experi​ence some sixteen editions before the twentieth century, was well received and reviewed in the leading journals of the time. The Monthly Review commentator wrote: "We entertain no doubt of the general authenticity of this very intelligent African's interesting story: though it is not improbable that some English writer has assisted him in the compilement, or, at least, the correction of his book: for it is suf​ficiently well written." But for the reviewer from Gentlemen's Magazine, "The memoirs, written in a very unequal style, place the writer on a par with the general mass of men in subordinate stations of civilized society, and prove that there is no general mule without an exception."

In this bicentennial year of Equiano's narrative, his work must, to a great degree, be perceived as the mold from which much early black fiction was first cast, particularly since it is apparently one of the first records to shape the experiences of the black African diaspora (xix) during slavery. Like the modern alienated hero in block fiction, Equiano remains above all in his narrative an exile. In his response to life, Equiano epitomizes the black fictional character whose quest is for wholeness and meaning in a world that often does not offer aggregation or fulfillment.
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