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Abstract
The Sea Islands off the coasts of Georgia and South Carolina function as a vital bridge between 
African Americans and their African ancestry, retaining a unique African culture that had been 
forgotten in the mainland communities. The Gullah/Geechee people, the inhabitants of the Sea 
Islands, are the most distinctive group of African Americans, who maintained a separate creole 
language and are unique from any other subset of African Americans. Paule Marshall’s vision 
of the Sea Islands in her 1983 novel Praisesong for the Widow illustrates the mythical landscape 
as a place for excavating and forging cultural as well as historical connections. The article 
focuses on the protagonist’s displaced historical memory, lost cultural connections, and self, 
which are awakened on the Sea Islands. Marshall links the Sea Islands and the African diaspora 
through the space of the Caribbean, emphasizing on discovering and recovering kinship ties. 
The protagonist’s understanding and awareness of a diasporic Gullah/Geechee identity comes 
to light when the Sea Island’s heritage wins over her oppressive American culture. The African 
diaspora is reunited in this novel through storytelling, dance, music, and rituals of reverence 
and remembrance, thereby enabling the protagonist to acknowledge and identify her Gullah 
roots and culture. As retrieval of real and imagined cultural inheritances is crucial to the 
construction and process of creolized identities, Marshall posits the Sea Islands as central and a 
site of cultural expression in the novel. Marshall’s depiction of the Sea Island’s role in Praisesong 
as a unique southern landscape serves as a healing ground for physical and cultural loss.
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INTRODUCTION

It has been said that those hapless occupants of slave ships carried nothing with 
them on their involuntary voyages from West African to the New World. This is not 
true. Though they were stripped of everything but their names, they carried indelible 
memories of their culture—music, folklore, language, art, and religion—to the Sea 
Islands. (Cross 2)

The Sea Islands, located off the coast of Georgia and South Carolina, were among the 
last shores in the United States to receive the illegal transportation of African slaves. 
Establishing important links to Africa, both historically and culturally, these islands 
encompass unique reservoirs of African American culture, which were maintained 
and adapted since the days of slavery by the African populations. African customs, 
rituals, traditions, and African American history assert the presence of rich black 
culture and its ongoing cultural production on the American soil. Situating the 
Sea Islands culture as a unique and vibrant African heritage, connections among 
communities of African descent is rapidly emerging. However, the development 
of the Sea Islands as a cultural landscape and the sustenance of classical forms of 
African American heritage on the islands’ plantations over the past decades offer a 
rich and vibrant area for research.

The Sea Islands function as a vital bridge between African Americans and 
their African ancestry, with scholars focusing on reclaiming and reinventing black 
culture from the American South, illuminating the geographical segment as a 
site for transmission and communication. Anthropologists, historians, folklorists, 
linguists, ethnographers, artists, and writers contributed largely alongside scholars 
to the emergence of the Sea Islands as a significant cultural region. The study of the 
Sea Islands and their heritage has led to the exploration of racial and cultural identity, 
family history, kinship ties, and memory. Critical and extensive research addressed 
the geographical and cultural displacement of Africans, their suffering, turmoil, 
dislocation, and dismemberment from their land. The history of these enslaved 
people who were brought from Africa and the Caribbean (Littlefield; Pollitzer), 
together with their descendants who settled on the rice-producing plantations 
in the Lowcountry, retained a rich black history and culture despite their social 
conditions under racial oppression. The Sea Islands and their heritage help in 
mapping the geographic as well as the cultural homes of Africans dispersed all over 
the world. Indeed, the mapping of the historical and cultural landscape of these Sea 
Islands has been examined, addressed, and interpreted through print as well as on 
the screen. Through their artistic endeavors, Black women novelists and artists like 
Paule Marshall, Gloria Naylor, and Julie Dash have illuminated the Sea Islands as 
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a place for reconfiguring African American history, culture, and rootlessness that 
has separated beings from self and community. These groups of artists have not 
only rediscovered roots to ground identity in a place, clearly evidenced in visible 
links to Africa, but also addressed the emergence of rural south as a location where 
African-derived practices and traditions are highly visible. 

This paper aims to examine the Sea Islands culture through the novel Praisesong 
for the Widow, with the first section presenting the settlement of enslaved Africans 
on the islands and their construction of Gullah/Geechee communities. The 
Gullah communities’ distinct cultural practices and retention of links with their 
ancestral cultures are followed by the referencing of past scholarship about the 
Sea Islands and contribution of black women writers. The third section analyzes 
the mythical landscape of the Sea Islands of South Carolina in Paule Marshall’s 
Praisesong, focusing more precisely on the geographical location aiding as a site 
for transformation and passage back to the protagonist’s forgotten origins that is 
central to this novel. Through close analysis, the next section maps the African 
American protagonist’s recovery of a lost heritage through Sea Island rituals and 
practices. As a unique site of memory and cultural expression, the Sea Islands 
underscore the need for excavating and forging historical connections. Through 
rituals and collective acts of remembrances that celebrate history, the submerged 
part of the protagonist’s identity is aroused. Most importantly, regions, places, 
and historical events that are pivotal in this novel are explored to awaken the 
protagonist’s loss of historical and spiritual interconnectedness with her ancestors. 
The protagonist’s link to history and memory is crucial for interrogating her identity 
crisis. Moreover, Marshall posits the Sea Islands as a location where memory is 
recalled, remembered, and activated into the present by illuminating connections 
between place and history. Praisesong seeks to explore cultural retrievals through 
life-changing personal experiences, as the protagonist moves to acknowledge the 
forgotten ancestral Sea Island cultural traditions through the space of the Caribbean. 
The last section captures the essence and role of the Sea Islands underlined in the 
novel. In addition, it also provides a useful context by mentioning Gullah/Geechee 
communities’ popularity and place in cultural and film studies, establishment 
of Gullah Heritage centers, and the need to sustain Gullah culture in the face of 
commercial development on the islands.

THE GULLAH/GEECHEE COMMUNITY: CULTURE & IDENTITY

The Sea Islands are inhabited by the “Gullahs,” who through the transatlantic slave 
trade were brought to the United States to the ports of Charleston and Savannah. 
Descending from West and Central Africa, these enslaved Africans are the most 
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distinctive groups of African Americans, whose uniqueness in maintaining a 
separate ‘creole’ language (born out of slavery conditions) designates them as 
‘Gullah’ in South Carolina and are called as ‘Geechee’ in coastal Georgia. The blend 
of African roots with European influences and elements resulted in the formation 
of a new synthesis (creole). In the Sea Islands, as elsewhere, Gullah creole evolved, 
as displaced Africans felt the need to make sense of self in a hostile land. Syncretism 
emerged in language, religion, as well as other arts and forms.

The diasporic contours of Gullah/Geechee culture anchored deeply in the legacies 
of colonialism and slavery are distinct from other communities in the United States. 
Dominating the Sea Islands since centuries, the Gullah/Geechee culture, like other 
cultures, developed as a result of encounters and interactions ‘‘among Africans, 
between Africans and creoles, among creoles, between blacks and Indians, and 
between enslaved and free blacks’’ (Morgan 443). Gullah language emerged as a 
result of the combination between West African dialects and the British dialects 
of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries (Pollitzer; Abdou). As a unique group, 
the Gullah/Geechee retained strong kinship and community structures and show 
more affinity with their West African ancestors, distinguishing themselves from 
the larger African American population in the United States. Derived from diverse 
African languages and dialects, the Gullah language is “richer in linguistic survivals 
than any inland black speech” (Pollitzer 125). One of the notable aspects among the 
Gullah/Geechee people is the retention of Gullah speech, traditions, heritage, and 
experiences. The Gullah/Geechee communities preserved and perpetuated the 
Gullah folklore, oral traditions, religious rituals, beliefs, art, craft work, music, and 
dance (Morgan; National Park Service; Pollitzer; Tibbetts) that were derived from 
African customs and had not been lost despite the struggles they encountered 
through years of slavery. Addressing the richness of folklore in a society, Martha 
Sims and Martine Stephens call folklore as the:

informally learned, unofficial knowledge about the world, ourselves, our communities, 
our beliefs, our cultures and our traditions, that is expressed creatively through words, 
music, customs, actions, behaviors and materials. It is also the interactive, dynamic 
process of creating, communicating, and performing as we share that knowledge with 
other people. (12)  

The Gullah community’s apparently distinctive beliefs and folkloric elements can 
be traced back to West and Central African cultures transmitted generationally 
through ages. As Pollitzer contends, “the language and culture that developed in the 
Sea Islands were more than a retention, more than a mixture; they were a creative 
synthesis, born of memory, necessity, and improvisation in a new environment” 
(198). Gullah/Geechee storytelling, settlement patterns, family practices, cuisine, 
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farming, fishing, and hunting traditions are unique from any other subset of 
African Americans. 

The Gullah/Geechee community’s geographical separation and physical 
isolation from the speakers of the mainland population before the construction of 
bridges and establishment of connectivity, resulted in maintaining the survival of a 
culturally and ecologically distinct landscape and language. Due to their segregation 
and isolation, “slaves and descendants developed their own language marked as 
much by its rhythm, tempo, and stress as its vocabulary and grammar” (Pollitzer 
107). Religion was viewed as the central concern in both family and community life. 
Considered as speakers and bearers of one of the distinct African American creole 
languages, the persistence of religious rituals and instruments of the Sea Islands

came to enrich American music…Music from Africa was retained among the Gullah 
because it expressed feelings of joy or of grief, promoted physical and spiritual well-being, 
provided escape from drudgery, molded the young, and fostered a sense of community. 
Slaves speaking different tongues could communicate feelings in this universal language, 
and music at funerals united the living with the dead. (Pollitzer 157)

The Gullah community’s rich oral traditions of language and music bear testimony 
to African syncretism in America, which is visible in the continuation of their 
history, lived expressions, performing arts, cultural propaganda, and identity. 
Gullah/Geechee communities are one of the most widely read populations in the 
United States and despite the dominance of mainstream cultures, social integrity 
and solidarity among the communities has enhanced their bonds with Africa and 
helped them in transmitting the spirit and survival of the culture in the New World 
from one generation to the next. Indeed, the cultural connections between the 
African American communities on the mainland and the Gullah communities on 
the Sea Islands were strengthened by many scholars, artists, and intellectuals who 
emphasized their varying modes of cultural survival, with special focus on the Sea 
Islands as “significant to people of all racial, regional, and ethnic backgrounds and 
is vital to telling the story of the American heritage” (National Park Service 2). In 
addition to scholars and the Gullah community, preserving the language, culture, 
and heritage of the Sea Islands over the last few decades has increased tremendously, 
thereby highlighting how the community’s links were maintained historically and 
genetically even in the face of unprecedented challenges.
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EARLIER REPRESENTATIONS OF THE SEA ISLANDS & BLACK WOMEN WRITERS

Research on the construction of the Sea Islands has long been a site of interest 
for social scientists and artists for many decades, with scholars chronicling and 
propagating the rich culture, dialect, and community life of the Gullahs through 
different mediums like newspapers, journals, magazines, interviews, and essays. 
Interestingly, earlier studies carried out on the Sea Islands were on Gullah folktales, 
and folklorists took up the task to illuminate the rural black culture (Joyner). 
The linguist Lorenzo Dow Turner was a pioneer in establishing the first linkage 
between the Gullahs and West Africa way back in the 1930s (Campbell). Later, a 
broader group of researchers (Bascom; Littlefield; Vlach; Wood) gave new voice 
and vision to the Sea Islands culture, thereby generating a wide range of black and 
white readership in the New World. Visual artists like Julie Dash, Jeanne Ashe, 
and Carrie Mae Weems dug deep into layers of African history preserved by the 
geographically isolated Sea Island community.1 Anthropologist Patricia Guthrie 
illuminates the place by saying: 

the area and its people are especially important to African Americans because we 
find in this sacred place physical, emotional, and spiritual roots of our present-day 
existence…the Sea Islands are the most authentic source of African American history, as 
they contain many remnants of the slavery experience and traditions of West Africa. (1)

The Sea Islands serve as a bridge providing reconnections to the African homeland. 
Despite the slaves’ forced uprooting from their African land and subsequent 
transportation to the American South which resonates with horrific tales, the 
image of home or homeland, and the need for the Sea Islanders to forge their 
identity and kinship networks speaks volumes of their endurance. As Shamail says, 

“the acts of discovering, recovering, remembering, relocating, and reconstructing 
one’s origins facilitate an understanding of ancestral lineage” (“Notions of Home” 
78). 

Studies carried out by researchers during the 1970s and 1980s on the Sea Islands 
helped develop it as a cultural archive, while retracing African origins in the New 
World by diasporans scattered across the globe has elevated the status of this 
specific location. Mapping the black American culture through the mode of the 
Sea Islands has led to continuity and unity among the black diasporan populations, 
who were separated by slavery and bondage. Scholars and authors during the 1970s 
directed and initiated new scholarship that aimed to “look toward the American 
South, particularly to its rural and isolated areas where so many of the unique 
elements of contemporary black culture have their roots” (Jackson et al. 32). In 
mapping or narrating the Sea Islands’ community cultures, one can encounter the 
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blending of diverse cultural experiences and retention of African roots as stated by 
Mary A. Twining and Keith E. Baird: 

These cultural retentions, deeply rooted as they are in ancestral African folkways, are 
of considerable importance in the study of Sea Islands family life. For although they exist 
in syncretism form, these survivals are still eminently functional in the society; and at 
the same time, consciously and unconsciously, Sea Islanders clearly derive from them a 
reassuring sense of cultural and historical continuity. (10)

Retentions essential to the survival of a community or group are strong and still at 
work on the Sea Islands, marking the Gullah/Geechee community as distinguished 
from the rest of the African descended peoples in the United States. Examinations 
in black life, culture, migrations, and black consciousness not only directed a 
generation of intellectuals in various fields to recover forgotten and neglected black 
texts, but also to unravel and rediscover neglected sites or places such as the Sea 
Islands. The re-publication of texts on the Sea Islands, like Drums and Shadows: 
Survival Studies Among the Georgia Coastal Negroes Georgia Writers’ Project 
(1972), originally published in 1940, provides validity to the resurgence of academic 
interest and scholarly investigation generated by black intellectuals, offering a 
more nuanced picture of national black culture. As such, they have examined a rich 
canvas of the Sea Islands culture, seeking attention to the abandoned or neglected 
Gullah cultural and historical materials. 

Near the turn of the twentieth century, the bulk of black scholarship and 
research addressed a gamut of issues by explicitly dealing with the documentation 
and representation of the Sea Islands—geography, history, language, culture, and 
traditions. Numerous writers and artists are engaged in reclaiming and recovering 
the Gullah people’s African American past embedded in both the collective 
memory of oral (slave) narratives as well as the documented/published form, for 
as Marshall states in her interview with Alexis Deveaux, one must accept the 
past, no matter how painful and chaotic it is because “you have to psychologically 
go through the chaos to overcome it” (128). Oral histories and narratives offer a 
fuller understanding and perspective into black families, communities, and their 
experiences. In Lene Brøndum’s words, “the Sea Islands as a U.S. geographical 
area, retain strong rural African cultural traditions” and emerge as a “positive 
cultural “bridge” to Africa by such African American artists as Gloria Naylor and 
Paule Marshall” (153). By establishing a ‘triangular link’—Africa, the Caribbean, 
and the American South—the Sea Islands are positioned uniquely by Marshall, 
Naylor, and Julie Dash, who articulate and engage in “canonical stories” as they “are 
representations of hegemonic discourse,” and “to enter into that discourse, African 
American women writers must challenge those stories by rewriting them and, in 
the process, write themselves into the canon” (Brøndum 154). 



Shamail / Mapping the Sea Islands Culture� 184

Kritika Kultura 37 (2021): 184–201� © Ateneo de Manila University

<https://ajol.ateneo.edu/kk>

Diaspora, “marked by the contingencies of long histories of displacements 
and genealogies of dispossession,” provides global context for eliciting a range of 
linkages worldwide (Cho 14). Syncretism, hybridity, intercultural spaces, and black 
musical forms borne out of the phenomenon of diaspora, configure in the writings 
of these black writers. The African Gullah/Geechee diaspora that evolved out of 
colonization and imperialism engenders and produces complex configurations of 
identity/ies, place of settlement, migrations, links with home (land), etc. As diaspora 
is marked by migratory circuits and travels, and not limited to geographical borders 
or locations, Paule Marshall presents through the Sea Islands the protagonist’s 
‘spiritual return’ to her African origins through journey/s (involving voyage by 
ship/boat) she undertakes in the text. This diasporic subject’s return is emblematic 
of African diasporic peoples’ commitment to reclaim their cultural and historical 
identities, more precisely the African Gullah/Geechee identity.

By illuminating and remembering their heroic past through the space of the 
Sea Islands, Black women writers have addressed and examined the stories of 
Gullah community’s cultural endurance, slave histories, and continuity of African 
traditions through their creative productions, thereby extending powerful women-
centered discourses. African rituals, ceremonies, folktales, ballads, and proverbs 
emulate the Sea Islands culture, with these women writers reconstructing in 
their collective narratives a desire for ‘return,’ and reconnection to their original 
homeland. Rooted in African ancestry and collective past, their narratives not only 
document and chronicle the indigenous way of life of the Sea Islanders, but reflect 
on the continuity and creative expressions of Gullah inhabitants in the New World. 

REMEMBERING LOST/FORGOTTEN CULTURAL THREADS THROUGH THE SEA 
ISLANDS IN PRAISESONG FOR THE WIDOW

In her essay “Shaping the World of My Art,” Paule Marshall believes that the black 
writer has “the greatest part in establishing the cultural base. And [her] task is two-
fold: On one hand to make use of the rich body of folk and historical material that 
is there, and on the other to interpret that past in heroic terms” (108).  This paper 
focuses upon the mythical landscape of the Sea Islands of South Carolina, with 
reference to novelist Paule Marshall’s third novel Praisesong for the Widow (1983). 

Praisesong in general addresses the case of African Americans and the need to 
establish links among the scattered communities dispersed from their homeland 
(imagined or real). All through her fiction, Marshall conveys and stresses on 
community reconciliation, solidarity, transnational and intercultural bonds among 
African descended populations through her protagonists.  Born in the United 
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States to parents of African Caribbean ancestry, Marshall identified as both an 
African American and an African Caribbean writer, who highlights the immigrant 
experience by giving vigorous expression to immigrants’ struggle for identity 
formation and their cultural experiences. Marshall sees commonalities between 
the African American and African Caribbean cultural experiences, stating: 

I see similarities—they are all the same culture with some variations on the theme…
There may be differences of expression but at the base, it’s the same cultural expression...
This is what my work is about—to bring about a synthesis of the two cultures and in 
addition, to connect them up with the African experience (Ogundipe 34).

Marshall’s views synchronize with Paul Gilroy’s suggestion in The Black Atlantic, 
who perceives the Atlantic Ocean “as one single, complex unit of analysis and use 
it to produce an explicitly transnational and intercultural perspective” (15). Gilroy’s 
black Atlantic embodies the merging of cultures, and of transnational black identity.

Marshall foregrounds a desire for ‘return,’ focusing on history, memory, and 
myths of the Black communities in her corpus. The trope of ‘return’ is fraught with 
rootedness in the past—a critical engagement with history or survival of the past 
in the present. While there is no such thing as ‘wholly return’ for migrants, the 
concept exists in memories, quests, recoveries, desires, and sometimes in verbal 
and visual constructs. The sense of belonging to a diaspora is different from being 
or living in one’s homeland. Though ‘return’ is desirable, it is problematized and 
engenders complex notions of identity formations, estrangement, and ruptures. 
While the desire for ‘return,’ memories of the past, and attempts at recovery 
configure in the writings of African American women, questions of identity/
ies evolve and transform as characters travel and learn lessons or are guided by 
people of different cultures. To a certain degree, the motif of ‘return’ is not fully 
recoverable and characters’ survival with memories born out of historical and 
social realities gives them sustenance for meaningful life in the present.  Marshall 
uses the journey motif to communicate and establish lost links with Africans 
scattered across the globe. Her novels explore questions of cultural continuity for 
Black people, by emphasizing on reconciliation with the past to live meaningfully 
in the present. Praisesong focuses on the protagonist’s reassessment of the past 
and reconnection with her long-forgotten Gullah culture. In general, Marshall’s 
novels map the journeys, whether physical, spiritual, or psychological, providing 
meaningful historical and cultural threads. 

Praisesong for the Widow chronicles the journey of sixty-two-year-old widow 
Avey (Avatara) Johnson to the Caribbean, who encounters and rediscovers her 
spiritual self by reasserting her ancestral connections through the mode of the Sea 
Islands. Avatara’s journeys signify the dislocation, disruption, and disintegration 



Shamail / Mapping the Sea Islands Culture� 186

Kritika Kultura 37 (2021): 186–201� © Ateneo de Manila University

<https://ajol.ateneo.edu/kk>

of African descended people from their communities and from each other. As 
Rodriquez says, “Diaspora is a figment of its community’s imagination, but also a 
powerful virus—a ghost in the machine—against the very conditions (dispossession, 
dislocation) that engender it” (5). Avatara’s individual experiences collaborate 
with the collective experiences of diasporic Africans, and Marshall delineates the 
cultural displacement of black people, privileging their cultural moorings. The 
cultural/spiritual pilgrimage that Avey undertakes unknowingly in the novel not 
only links her to her ancestors, but to many black communities and their African 
roots. 

The novel begins as Avey, a native of the Sea Islands living in New York, sets out 
on a cruise (Bianca Pride) to the Caribbean with her upper middle class friends 
Thomasina and Clarice. The ship’s name (signifying white supremacy) apparently 
draws attention to Avey’s obsession with the American dream and inherent refusal 
of her cultural heritage, as her daughter denounces her choice of a “meaningless 
cruise with a bunch of white folks” (Marshall, Praisesong 13). In fact, journeys that 
include voyage by boat or ship are significant in the works of Marshall. Her depiction 
of the sea and ships point to Gilroy’s image of the ship as “a living, micro-cultural, 
micro-political system in motion” focusing “on the middle passage, on the various 
projects for redemptive return to an African homeland, on the circulation of ideas 
and activists as well as the movement of key cultural and political artefacts” (4). The 
black Atlantic, a dynamic element of African history and diasporic consciousness 
in Gilroy’s metaphoric description binds the different shores of Africa, Europe, 
America, and the Caribbean. 

The journey to the Caribbean essentially brings a transformation in Avey—a 
physical and spiritual transformation that awakens both her body and soul, marking 
a passage back to her African roots. Most importantly, the journey makes Avey 
realize her abandonment of cultural rituals and traditions of the Sea Islands in her 
pursuit of material prosperity. As Avey embarks on the cruise, terrible seasickness 
coupled with a disturbing, haunting dream of her long-deceased Great-Aunt Cuney 
troubles her. In her recurring dream, Great-Aunt Cuney urges and demands Avey 
to return to Tatem Island, a fictional Sea Island off the coast of South Carolina, and 
Ibo Landing—places she used to visit as a child, for “the dream and her hallucinated 
reveries bring her archetypal memory of Africa and of African-American myths to 
the surface of her recalcitrant consciousness” (Scarpa 99). The Ibo Landing tale 
is about a group of Ibos who, after being brought to American shores, refused 
enslavement and walked on water back to Africa. Intruding on the psyche of Avey, 
the spirit or dream motivator Great-Aunt Cuney beckons Avey to Tatem Island, 
in order to recall and reassess her connections to the Sea Islands and revisit the 
Ibo Landing so she can share the histories and stories of Ibo men, women, and 
children. Cuney forces Avey to remember those cultural threads, stories and 
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lessons of African American physical and psychic survival, which in the present 
have been abandoned or long forgotten by the protagonist. Marshall makes Avatara 
(Avey), named after Cuney’s grandmother, embrace connections to Africa in her 
recounting of the legend of Ibo Landing through Aunt Cuney: “It was here that 
they brought ‘em. They taken ‘em out of the boats right here where we’s standing. 
Nobody remembers how many of ‘em it was, but they was a good few ‘cording 
to my gran who was a little girl no bigger than you when it happened” (Marshall, 
Praisesong 37). 

Cuney, who narrated the story of Ibos to the child Avey to which Cuney’s 
grandmother was a witness, passes on the tradition of the griot. But Avey, too 
absorbed in her pursuit of white cultural standards, abandons her role as a 
transmitter of Gullah history and culture. In essence, Aunt Cuney’s illustration of 
the Ibo Landing as a location—where African histories, memories, and cultures are 
well-conserved, preserved, and mediated through the Tatem Island—underscores 
the need to forge one’s historical and cultural ties to Africa. By “instilling the story 
of the Ibos in her child’s mind, the old woman [Cuney] had entrusted her with 
a mission she couldn’t even name yet had felt duty-bound to fulfill” (Marshall, 
Praisesong 42). 

Dreams propel Avey to review her long absent past with her present state. As 
Avey aborts the cruise ship to escape her recurring and baffling nightmares as well 
as irrepressible physical discomfort, she arrives in Grenada to board a flight back 
to New York. In the Grenadian hotel, Avey faces the ghost of her dead husband 
in another distressing dream, signaling the isolation that the couple faced in 
their pursuit for better middle-class standards. Their earlier years of marital life 
comprised of visits to the Ibo Landing each summer, and regular practice of sacred 
rituals that slowly got lost with the passage of time, casting Avey as a culturally 
displaced figure. The couple’s rituals of poetry recitation (of Langston Hughes and 
James Weldon Johnson), music, dance, and other African American practices that 
sustained and connected “the most vivid, the most valuable part of themselves” 
were also lost (Marshall, Praisesong 139). As such, they relinquished their cultural 
legacies. Their dissociation from their culture, as Marshall puts it,

felt like someone in a bad dream who discovers that the street along which they are 
fleeing is not straight as they had believed, but circular, and that it has been leading 
them all the while back: to the place they were seeking to escape...Too much! They had 
behaved...as if there had been nothing about themselves worth honoring! (Marshall, 
Praisesong 82-83, 139).

Since “social pressure had led Avey to repress her memories linked to African 
American culture,” Avey struggles to reconstruct portions of her repressed past 
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(Amy de la Bretèque, par. 7). Avey’s imprecise memories from her childhood 
and her aunt’s story of Ibo slaves are traces of the past, from which evolution of 
memorial reconstruction can be undertaken (Amy de la Bretèque, par. 7). Marshall 
points to how Avey limits herself by renouncing her African cultural legacies. Her 
alienation from her African origins propels her towards adopting middle-class 
American values and her difficulty to maintain cultural legacies across the Atlantic. 
Her attempt to imbibe western culture therefore results in her disregard and 
discontinuity of the African culture in the United States. Hence, Avey’s laborious 
attempt to be part of the American nation comes with the cost of her discarding 
her African origins. 

As such, Avey cries and laments over all her sacred losses in the hotel room. The 
next day, as she wanders around the beach in Grenada, she spots a rum shop to 
quench her thirst. There she meets an elderly Carriacou resident, Lebert Joseph, 
who notices Avey’s estrangement and disconnectedness with his visionary powers, 
as his look “went beyond mere sight and ways of knowing,” piercing into Avey’s 
consciousness and seeing “how far she had come since leaving the ship and the 
distance she had yet to go” (Marshall, Praisesong 172). Lebert Joseph, the healer also 
considered as the messenger of gods in the Fon and Yoruba belief system of Africa, 
invokes Papa Legba, the mythic trickster figure. He takes Aunt Cuney’s place and 
from here guides and leads Avey to her forgotten origins. As Joyce Pettis explains:

[B]oth he [Lebert Joseph] and Aunt Cuney connect African-American, Afro-
Caribbean, and African cultural retentions. The ancestors represent a generation reliant 
on the oral culture and more conversant with cultural behaviors and practices linked 
with West Africa. Under their influence, the symbolic internal purging of the blockage 
that has obscured Avey’s communal identification occurs. (127)

Anticipating Avey’s lack of interconnectedness and the need for inclusivity in 
African cultures, he saves her from being culturally displaced by inviting and 
persuading her to accompany, witness, and participate in the popular Big Drum 
ritual ceremony in his home island of Carriacou, where local people gather to pay 
homage and reverence to their ancestors. In fact, “Joseph is Avey’s ferryman to the 
world of the Ancestors, and he carries Avey into the threshold between this world 
and the next” (Rodriques 4).

But Avey’s cultural/spiritual recovery can occur only after being healed. Hence, 
her initial journey involves her reconnection with her body first, to later connect 
strongly with her mind. As she travels on the boat trip from Grenada to Carriacou 
Island, the voyage acts as and evokes African rituals of purging through flashes of 
memories, and as a reverse Middle Passage back to Africa. As Avey is assisted by 
the women on the boat, who soothe and relieve her of her seasickness and physical 
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disorder, her mind wanders back to an Easter Sunday in her childhood. Fusing 
past and present through her collective rather than individual memory, initiated 
by personal experience, Avey travels in diasporic time and space intermeshed with 
remembrances: 

she had the impression as her mind flickered on briefly of other bodies lying crowded 
in with her in the hot, airless dark. A multitude it felt like lay packed around her in the 
filth and stench of themselves, just as she was. Their moans, rising and falling with each 
rise and plunge of the schooner, enlarged upon the one filling her head. Their suffering—
the depth of it, the weight of it in the cramped space—made hers of no consequence. 
(Marshall, Praisesong 209)

The sea that offers a repository for the memories of the Middle Passage, retells 
the pain and sufferings experienced by the slaves and acts as a rite of passage for 
Avey. As she expels the toxins of her materialistic life, the cathartic experience on 
board the schooner makes her relive her ancestors’ spaces of slavery and suffering, 
enabling her to connect to the slaves of the Middle Passage, and indeed remember 
the long-forgotten history of turmoil. Marshall makes Avey map those collective 
memories of pain and recall the trauma of suffering, for “(Re)membrance is the 
process within which ethnic cultural memory, spirituality and mythology collide to 
pilot the female subject toward wholeness” (Androne 48). As Lebert closely watches 
Avey’s inner turbulence, he registers the necessity for Avey to experience it all by 
herself—the crossing of this water passage. Water or sea crossings bridge both the 
Old and New World. If the sea functions as a site of diasporic dislocation from 
inherited origins and submerged histories, it also functions as a site of ‘rebirth’ for 
New World subjects like Avey. While simultaneously connecting and separating, 
oceanic passages or Atlantic seascapes that transcend boundaries articulate the 
acquisition of homelands (imaginary), as well as act as sites of memory reconnecting 
to the ancestral origins.

 For Marshall, the process of purging is seminal, as Avey must first liberate herself 
from her fake upper-class masks to be reborn. Purging that initiates ‘rebirth’ helps 
unravel one’s fake identity and reconstruct the hidden repressed identity. Soon 
after her arrival on the island of Carriacou, Avey is bathed and cleansed by Lebert 
Joseph’s daughter through the religious ritual of “laying on of hands”—an African 
derived cultural practice that involves physical and spiritual rebirth through the 
act of touching. The bodily ritual performed ceremoniously by women reflects 
a cultural tradition preserved through ages, enabling the rebirth of Avey’s inner 
soul. This religious ritual on the Carriacou Island connects Avey to Tatem Island, 
as she remembers the process carried by Aunt Cuney to Avey in her childhood. 
These cultural landscapes act as crucial sites of identity formations, as Avey stands 
poised to claim her identity as a black woman. After the cleansing process, Avey is 
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ready to face the most significant phase of her life—acceptance into the diasporic 
community.

FORGING ANCESTRAL CONNECTIONS THROUGH SEA ISLAND RITUALS

Marshall vividly reconstructs the physical and cultural Sea Islands geography 
through childhood memories, rituals, and traditions. While the specter of 
colonization and transatlantic slave trade brought about cultural ruptures in African 
descended communities, the persistence of rituals shows peoples’ commitment to 
cultural practices, centering on remembering and acknowledging their ancestral 
cultures. The African-derived rituals and traditions that take place on Carriacou 
every year connect the black people residing on the island to dispersed Africans in 
the Americas, Europe, and elsewhere. During her participation in the festival, Avey 
discovers and recalls connections between African Caribbean rituals and traditions 
and those that were performed on Tatem Island. The ceremonies “Beg Pardon” and 
the “Dance of Nations” performed on the Carriacou Island emphasize people’s 
sense of belonging and identity which is inextricably connected to their shared 
histories, memories, and cultural mores. Avey’s immersion in these ceremonies and 
the dances that follow include various ethnic groups: Temne, Banda, Arada, Moko, 
Cromanti, Congo, Chamba, and so on. As Avey tries to confront the cultural bridges 
of the islands, she begins to experience the vital role rituals play in connecting an 
individual as well as a community to history. While Rosalie’s healing physically 
invigorated Avey, these rituals heal her spiritually, re-constituting a newer self.

Essentially, the rituals like Praisesongs, Beg Pardons, Dance of Nations, Big 
Drums, and Ring Shouts that emerged as a historical practice on the islands enable 
Avey through the dance to bond with even those whom she previously thought 
of as strangers, thereby extending her threads of diasporic connections. The 
rituals not only have an impact on Avey’s understanding of her ‘self,’ but help her 
in paying reverence to her ancestors through the “Beg Pardon.” Through vague 
flashes of memories, Avey tries to reconnect the ritual “Ring Shout” to the rituals 
outside the Tatem church, symbolizing the consecrated religious ecstasy of Gullah 
tradition preserved by tightly-knit black communities in South Carolina. As Avey 
recalls “the same strange sensation,” her mind swings “like a pendulum back in 
time—as it had been doing ever since she awakened—it was the ruined field of 
sea-island cotton she and her great-aunt used to cross on the way to the Landing” 
(Marshall, Praisesong 190, 227). Observing cultural homogeneity through the 
ritual allows Avey to connect to various black ethnic groups across geographies 
as she enthusiastically performs the Ring Shout and realizes that “these strangers…
had become one and the same with people in Tatem” (Marshall, Praisesong 250). 
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Avey’s fleeting traces of memory help her connect with Caribbean cultures and 
likewise realize the complexity of her diasporic Gullah/Geechee identity, probably 
the emergence of a new creolized identity (Amy de la Bretèque). As Avey’s body 
inadvertently pulls her into the dance, her spontaneous transfiguring movement 
echoes Gilroy’s “politics of transfiguration,” for the connection “is magically made 
audible in the music itself…on a lower frequency where it is played, danced, and 
acted, as well as sung and sung about, because words…will never be enough to 
communicate its unsayable claims to truth” (37). As Avey remembers the dance 
steps from the rituals of Tatem while she dances, she experiences solace, comfort, 
and liberation during her performance. 

The ritual of dancing and drumming and mythic memories of Africa heal 
Avey’s psychic wounds, and as she finds herself in the company of African, African 
American, African Caribbean, and other groups, she experiences a sense of 
belonging and wholeness. The final ceremony 

combines rituals from several black societies: the Ring Dances of Tatem, the Bojangles 
of New York, the voodoo drums of Haiti, the rhythms of various African peoples…also 
specifically the embodiment of the history and culture of New World blacks…[in the 
notes that distinguish] Afro-American blues, spirituals and jazz, Afro-Caribbean calypso 
and Reggae, Brazilian music. (Christian 157)

These ceremonies aid in reconstituting Avey’s link with her African heritage through 
the Sea Islands of Carriacou and Tatem. In essence, rituals create special bonding 
among the African descended communities, connecting them psychologically 
back to Africa through language, culture, and history. As a result, the Carriacou 
Island offers a space where retention, transmission, and spiritual reintegration 
reflect the triumph of people’s cultural heritage. Rituals and ceremonies are not 
just celebrations for these people but a means of revising history. Avey returns 
to her community physically, spiritually, and emotionally renewed, experiencing 
complete rebirth. Marshall’s objective is to enable Avey to achieve wholeness by 
participating in “personal and communal relationships…grounded in cultural 
knowledge” (Pettis 147). The Carriacouans and guiding agents like Lebert Joseph 
perpetuate and safeguard these rituals by performing them every year and by 
salvaging them from erosion.

These ancient ceremonies on Carriacou Island passed down through generations 
encompass a collective cultural life, beliefs, and values sustained in memory. 
Various forms of memory—the individual, collective, cultural, or mythic memory—
that link transnations and generations enable participation, preservation, and 
passing of these rituals and traditions. Similarly, in Marshall’s second novel, The 
Chosen Place, the Timeless People, the characters remember and re-enact every 
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year their heroic past through performance (in the Carnival) on the fictitious 
Bourne Island, symbolizing their African Caribbean resistance to oppression. 
The orality of storytelling as a powerful tool in The Chosen Place showcases their 
allegiance to African roots and ancestry. Anthropologist Paulla Ebron “explores 
the construction of African American communal memories” as “central to African 
American cultural projects,” focusing on the black rural South “as a region rich 
with memory” (94). Hence, Marshall’s novels stress on remembering history, as 
well as map the preservation of unique African past and culture through the 
traditional folklore. Her use of folktale draws attention to the power of storytelling, 
an African diasporic cultural tradition still alive on the Sea Islands, and she 
narrates the myths of the Ibos through Aunt Cuney who explained how the Ibos 
collectively had walked on water and returned to their African homeland without 
any need for boats, leaving the white folks “with they mouth hung open” (Marshall, 
Praisesong 38-39). The story of Ibo Landing “is that of the Africans who escaped 
slavery through supernatural powers” but not about “flying Africans”2 (Wilentz 
4). The incorporation of myth in the narrative through the ancestors connects 
Marshall to other writers like Toni Morrison and Gloria Naylor. In the myths of 
African cultures, the ancestors who are a part of the heritage of West Africa assume 
responsibilities for guiding generations. One of the foundational beliefs in Gullah 
culture is the presence of the ancestral figure(s). These guiding figures act as sources 
of connections for spiritually wounded characters or people by participating in their 
oral recovery, in addition to functioning as modes of resilience. Aunt Cuney, as the 
dead female ancestor introduced through dreams, summons Avey back in time to 
remember a history that is crucial to understand one’s sense of belonging, for “the 
ancestor—the mythical and spiritual embodiment of another time—maintains a 
constant relationship with the living” through “a living transcendental pact that 
is grounded in another temporal space” (McKoy 209). By establishing links to the 
African past, time in this narrative binds generations from the time of the Ibos to 
Avey. Like most tales in the African American and African Caribbean traditions of 
storytelling, Aunt Cuney’s story of Ibo Landing links generations of women to an 
event and portrays them as bearers of cultural narratives.

Avey’s renewed cultural connection with the Sea Islands heritage and the story 
of Ibo Landing illuminate the novel as a site of cultural dialogue and a medium for 
preserving folk historical events and materials. Her exposure and participation in 
shared cultural realms of folklore and myth opens a space to explore the geographies 
of both islands. Establishing the Sea Islands as a bridge to the African diaspora, 
Marshall demonstrates bonds and interactions among diasporic communities and 
groups through the space of the Caribbean. As Velma Pollard says, “cultural unity 
joins the black people of the Sea Islands of the southern United States to the black 
people of the Caribbean and by implication to all diaspora people” (286). The African 
diaspora is reunited in this novel through storytelling, cultural relics like dance and 
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music, and rituals of reverence and remembrance. At the end of the novel, Avey 
is able to reclaim her name of Avatara, its meaning and Gullah cultural memory, 
as she returns to America fully transformed to embrace her heritage physically, 
emotionally, and spiritually, realizing her role to pass the storytelling legacy of her 
ancestor Great-Aunt Cuney to her grandchildren. The act of storytelling as an integral 
part of Gullah culture serves as a means of reliving history. Indeed, the practice 
of storytelling as Shamail says “plays a crucial role in transmitting history…resist 
erasure of self, heal from racism and uphold remembrance practices” (“Orality and 
the Re-enactment of Memory” 437). Marshall has explicitly addressed storytelling 
as an important vehicle for conveying the significance of return migration to the 
rural South, especially to the larger African American communities, in addition to 
scholars, new researchers, viewers, and readers.

Avatara recognizes similarities between the cultures of the Carriacou Island in 
the Caribbean and the Gullah Islands in the United States. She is able to connect 
to her cultural place specifically, and acknowledge the connections with her 
ancestors, fostering identification with her Gullah roots and as a Gullah woman. 
Contemporary critics and scholars placed emphasis on the journey motif to 
the Caribbean as a vital component for analyzing Avey’s cultural recovery and 
reconnection. However, focus on the Sea Islands as a region for cultural anchoring 
and diasporic connectedness remains minimally addressed.3 Lene Brøndum’s 
article has pioneered in exploring the Sea Islands heritage in Marshall’s Praisesong, 
Gloria Naylor’s Mama Day, and Julie Dash’s film Daughters of the Dust as sites for 
cultural/spiritual awakening. Like Marshall, Gloria Naylor portrays characters who 
compete with personal and collective pasts. While the Carriacou in the Caribbean 
and Tatem in the United States, emerge as important landscapes in Praisesong, 
Naylor’s Mama Day is structured between the urban landscape of Manhattan and 
the rural landscape of the fictional Sea Island, Willow Springs. The film Daughters 
of the Dust (1991) addresses the geographical, historical, and mythical landscape 
of the Sea Islands. The first feature film by an African American woman, centered 
on the South Carolina Sea Islands at the turn of the century, the film reflects the 
challenges and dilemmas of Gullah communities, chronicling their migration to the 
mainland. Dash incorporates the myth of Ibo Landing through an impressionistic 
interplay of visual writing and excellent cinematography. Marshall’s illustration 
of the Sea Island’s role in Praisesong as a unique southern landscape serves as a 
healing ground for physical and cultural loss. 

Inspiring a resurgence of interest in a bygone African culture, Marshall has 
successfully mapped the spirit of her people’s culture upheld against the forces of a 
gruesome historical past. Forging an early link between the African American and 
African Caribbean literary traditions, Marshall’s demise on 12 August 2019 at the 
age of ninety has created a vacuum in the African diaspora. Marshall has not only 
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left behind the survival of a culture but forged the way to deal with discontinuities 
and ruptures through the power of writing. Praisesong is a gift to her African 
American brothers and sisters and a signal to all those Avataras in the United States, 
whose journeys are yet to begin. 

CONCLUSION

The paper showcases Gullah/Geechee or Sea Islands culture as the dominant motif 
by mapping the recovery of this heritage through the protagonist’s life-changing 
experiences in the novel. The memorial rituals on the Carriacou Island in the 
Caribbean, as well as the Sea Island rituals in the United States practiced by the 
descendants of African slaves for centuries, foreground the creolized religious 
practices that are still alive. Referring to cultural forms like music, Paul Gilroy sheds 
light on the dissemination of various tropes and forms, saying the “circulation and 
mutation of [music] across the black Atlantic explodes the dualistic structure which 
puts Africa, authenticity, purity, and origin in crude opposition to the Americas, 
hybridity, creolisation, and rootlessness,” tracing “the ubiquity of antiphonal, social 
forms that underpin and enclose the plurality of black cultures in the western 
hemisphere” (199, 200). By and far, Praisesong is undoubtedly Marshall’s arduous 
attempt on the retrieval of Gullah/Geechee culture, memory, and experience.  
Through Avey, the novel underlines at length the need to recuperate one’s displaced 
historical memory, forgotten cultural connections, and self, awakened through the 
mode of the Sea Islands. By complying to the American class standards, African 
American women have unconsciously drifted and alienated themselves from their 
African ancestry. As such, Marshall has undertaken the task to rescue them from 
cultural alienation and reconstruct their position in the African American/Gullah/
Geechee diaspora. 

The novel begins with Avey’s denial of her cultural heterogeneity, but ends 
with her finally embracing her diasporic Gullah/Geechee identity. Confrontations 
with different people lead her to overcome the identity crisis. Moreover, identities 
emerge and resurface through contacts with diasporic kin, as Avey joins the sea of 
Gullah/Geechee diaspora towards the end of the text. Paule Marshall attempts to 
avoid what Paul Gilroy problematized—“modern black political culture has always 
been more interested in the relationship of identity to roots and rootedness than in 
seeing identity as a process of movement and mediation that is more appropriately 
approached via the homonym routes” (19). Avey embraces her Gullah/Geechee 
identity through journeys, contact situations, and encounters, which help her 
unravel the submerged part of her identity as well as her island home. Avey’s 
understanding and awareness of a diasporic Gullah/Geechee comes to light when 
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the Sea Island’s heritage wins over her oppressive American culture. Avey reclaims 
her own sense of self through the island(s) culture, reflecting her diasporic 
experience. As retrieval of real and imagined cultural inheritances is crucial to the 
construction and process of creolized identities, Marshall posits the Sea Islands 
as central and a site of cultural expression in the novel. By forging links with her 
ancestors and African American brothers and sisters, Avey realizes the importance 
of Gullah’s African continuities and can locate herself in a New World diasporic 
present. Marshall brings to focus the impact and role of geographical locations and 
of the transformation in awareness of the Gullah/Geechee diaspora undergone by 
its African American protagonist. 

The Gullah/Geechee communities on the Sea Islands of South Carolina and 
Georgia have occupied one of the most notable places in the fields of ethnic 
and cultural studies. The community’s ancestral skills, strengths, methods and 
techniques of cultivation and processing in the fields of rice, indigo and sea 
island cotton, sweet grass basket weaving, medical and healing practices, burial 
practices, social structures, foodways, dress, and folklore transmitted through 
ages are historically vibrant, enriching the landscape. Gullah communities have 
attained popularity and world-wide recognition on the small screen through 
television programs like Nickelodeon’s Gullah Gullah Island series. Geechee chef 
and culinary griot Grosvenor’s cookbook Vibration Cooking: or, the Travel Notes 
of Geechee Girl (2011), Woods’s The New Low-Country Cooking: 125 Recipes for 
Coastal Southern Cooking with Innovative Style (2000), Robinson’s Gullah Home 
Cooking the Daufuskie Island Way (2003) comprising of traditional Gullah recipes, 
personal reminiscences, and storytelling, in addition to a host of other cookbooks, 
are the most sought-after cultural assets. Many Gullah/Geechee performers, 
artists, community activists, and singers are narrating their stories to wider 
audiences. Kittie Green, owner-operator of Gullah/Geechee Mahn Tours and her 
younger sister, Marlena Smalls, who live on St. Helena Island, have preserved the 
rich Gullah culture on the Island and are helping tourists to discover the African 
heritage. The Hollywood movie Forrest Gump (1994) (portions of which were 
filmed on St. Helena Island) featured Marlena Smalls who played the role of the 
mother of Benjamin Buford (“Bubba”), and Kittie as his great-grandmother. Ron 
and Natalie Daise, advocates and cultural advisors of Gullah culture who starred in 
the television program Gullah Gullah Island Series are among the most acclaimed 
performers. Historian, author, and performer Ron Daise, a native of St. Helena 
Island, has produced recordings on Gullah themes. Similarly, the popular TV series 
Underground (season 2), centering on the Sea Islands, featured the native Gullahs/
Geechees.4 

The Penn Center on St. Helena Island in South Carolina, a National Historic 
Landmark and considered as the lifeblood of Gullah community, provides insights 
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into the Sea Islands history, language, and culture. During the Penn Center’s 
Heritage Days festivals celebrated in the month of November, one can catch a 
glimpse of Gullah culture narrated by Gullah storytellers, and captivating cultural 
performances by artists and singers. Indeed, “the numbers of festivals, feasts, 
holidays, and other events recognizing the Gullah culture have increased noticeably 
over just the past two decades in the Sea Islands and Lowcountry” (Cross 189). These 
annual vibrant cultural festivals, a homecoming for the residents of the Islands, 
help in mapping and inscribing a renewed study of African American origins and 
genealogy, bridging peoples across geographical boundaries. 

Gullah Geechee Cultural Heritage Corridor (GGCHC), a National Heritage area, 
managed by the U.S. National Park Service, strives towards supporting, sharing, 
and preserving the historical, cultural, and traditional lifeways, heritage sites, 
landscapes, and resources of current and future generations of Gullah/Geechee 
people of South Carolina, Georgia, North Carolina, and Florida. In addition to 
historic preservation, cultural enrichment, and education, Gullah men and women 
are advocating the richness of their heritage and ancestry. Boley and Gaither’s 
article published in 2016 about heritage tourism development in the Lowcountry 
sheds light on the GGCHC (taken as a case study) and the unique attributes of 
the culture. Larger black communities in America are establishing a culture with 
authentic African components through their reworking on the Sea Islands culture. 
Due to awareness among the people through media and communication, educating 
and upholding Gullah customs has drastically increased over the years. 

Literary texts, cookbooks, films, photographic exhibits and paintings in local 
galleries, museums, and researched/documented materials bespeak of the richness 
of this culture, even in the face of commercial development and expansion on the 
islands. The present status of the Sea Islands has undergone significant changes 
owing to social developments, climatic changes, impacting the natural resources 
and livelihood of the Gullah People. For the past twenty to twenty-five years, major 
developments including golf courses, resorts, and high taxes have threatened the 
cultural heritage and traditional lifeways of the Gullah community (Jones-Jackson; 
Goodwine). But organizations and foundations like the GGCHC, Daufuskie Island 
Historical Foundation, cultural centers, community-led groups, grassroots activists, 
and the sea islanders themselves are fighting to preserve, safeguard, and map the 
community’s social, cultural, environmental, and economic resources through 
increased propaganda, recognition, and appreciation. Mapping the glorious 
history of the Sea Islanders and their heritage has enabled researchers and writers 
not just to reclaim submerged African origins and voices, but also to construct new 
maps that encompass the larger spaces of bringing Gullah culture into mainstream 
American culture.
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Notes

1.	 Daufuskie Island (1982) consists of a collection of photographs by Moutoussamy-Ashe. 
Sea Island Series (1992) by Carrie Mae Weems combines photographs documenting the 
remnants of African culture. See http://carriemaeweems.net/index.html. Apart from 
photographic images, textual references to the Sea Islands heritage can be found in 
Ntozake Shange’s Sassafrass, Cypress & Indigo (1982).

2.	 Drums and Shadows, the work of the Savannah Unit of the Georgia Writer’s Project 
comprises of variants of the Flying Africans legend. For more details about the spiritually 
empowering legend, see Wendy Walters, “One of Dese Mornings” (1997); Gay Wilentz, 

“If You Surrender to the Air” (1989-1990), and Nassourou Imorou, “To Walk or to Fly?” 
(2017).

3.	 In addition to these topics, see Ladan Ghahramani, Katelin McArdle, and Sandra Fatorić’s 
latest article “Minority Community Resilience and Cultural Heritage Preservation” 
(March 2020) that shows how little research has been conducted to explore the Gullah/
Geechee community’s resilience in the face of climate change and other environmental 
impacts.

4.	 Marquetta L. Goodwine, a native of St. Helena Island, and founder of the Gullah/
Geechee Sea Island coalition and Chieftess of the Gullah/Geechee Nation, popularly 
called as Queen Quet, was employed as a consultant for this television series. See www.
QueenQuet.com. “Underground” season 2 is set on the Sea Islands of South Carolina 
and featured Gullah/Geechee culture (filmed on the Savannah, GA), while season 1 
featured the Gullah song “Move Daniel.” See also Marquetta L. Goodwine, The Legacy of 
Ibo Landing (1998).
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