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Paula T. Connolly

Breaking the Surface

Mermaids and the Middle Passage

In the evolving cultural discussions about the meaning, images, and tales of 
mermaids,1 Robert San Souci and Brian Pinkney’s picturebook Sukey and the 
Mermaid (1992) offers young children a story drawn from early African 
American and African tales that resonates with important cultural evocations 
of African cosmology, particularly simbi water spirits. Set “oncet upon a time” 
in the Lowcountry, on an island off the South Carolina coast of the United 
States, Sukey and the Mermaid tells the story of young Sukey who escapes her 
mother’s indifference and stepfather’s cruelty through the intercession of a 
powerful and “beautiful, brown-skinned, black-eyed mermaid,” Mama Jo (San 
Souci n. pag.). Particularly in the narrative context of island characters of 
African descent living off the coast of the American South, this mermaid image 
provides young readers with a rich tale that places its mermaid aesthetics in 
African and African American racial, ideological, and cultural terms at the 
same time that it refashions discourse and visual semiotics about slavery and 
the African diaspora. Activated as a site of traumatic memory, the image of the 
mermaid functions as a reparative and revolutionary revisioning of the rela-
tionship between the black body and the ocean in the context of enslavement 
and the Middle Passage.

Mermaid as Simbi

As Africans were kidnapped, enslaved, and brought across the ocean to the 
Americas, many brought with them beliefs in powerful nature spirits that 
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animated their world. The South Carolina Lowcountry became a locus of simbi 
faith because many of those forcibly transported and relocated there had been 
from West–Central Africa, a center of simbi faith.2 As nature spirits, simbi 
inhabited the landscape, particularly as water spirits in rivers and streams.3 
The simbi’s powers were vast and encompassing, offering a range of protec-
tions—from health to prosperity—to those who offered respect, or who were 
in need, and sheltered or favored by the simbi. Punishments—including lethal 
ones—were also meted out by simbi to those who transgressed against either 
the simbi or those the simbi protected. The simbi’s influence was thus made 
real in one’s day-to-day life. That was true, too, for those enslaved Africans 
brought to the Lowcountry, for whom, as Ras Michael Brown argues, “nature 
spirits would have been the first recourse for those seeking to reorient them-
selves within new physical and spiritual landscapes […. providing] a neces-
sary accommodation for reconfiguring their ties to nature spirits in novel 
circumstances” (African-Atlantic 138). The promise of a simbi’s aid would have 
offered both a connection to Africa and hope in the midst of catastrophe. In 
Africa, simbi came to be inflected with a consciousness of enslavement; as the 
nature spirit was translocated to the Americas, the simbi-become-mermaid 
who appears in tales told in the eastern United States further reflected the 
enormity of enslavement.4

In an epilogic note, author Robert San Souci cites the narrative impetus 
for Sukey and the Mermaid as a brief tale—what he describes as “almost a frag-
ment” (n. pag.)—included in Elsie Clews Parsons’s Folk-Lore of the Sea Islands, 
South Carolina (1923). Published by the American Folk-Lore Society, the col-
lection houses over two hundred tales, riddles, and songs told by “Southern 
Negroes” of the Sea Islands (xiv),5 including a mermaid tale that carries a 
powerful commentary on life in the Americas. In this tale, “The Mermaid,”6 a 
young girl is badly treated by her father, stepmother, and two stepsisters. The 
girl’s cries near a riverbank attract the sympathetic aid of a mermaid, “pretty Joe,” 
but their respite is violently ended when the family discovers the secret of  
their meetings and recites the mermaid’s calling chant; when the mermaid 
appears, the father shoots and kills the creature, seemingly out of spite. Later 
when the girl returns and her calling song goes unanswered, she continues 
singing and “went down low to the water, lower and lower…. and drown 
herself” (138).7 As Ras Michael Brown examines how stories of the African–
Atlantic mermaid are inflected with a consciousness of enslavement, he points 
out that this Lowcountry mermaid “represents a once-powerful spirit who 
could not rectify the suffering and oppression of one of her spiritual children. 
It evokes the concern … that the Lowcountry simbi would die [and …] aban-
don the living” (African-Atlantic 253).8 That neither the simbi-mermaid nor 
her adopted charge survives in “The Mermaid” signals the devastation of 
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physical and spiritual death in the diaspora at the same time that it evokes the 
sense of keen loss that marked the cultural trauma of the tellers of this tale, still 
close to years of enslavement.

As author Robert San Souci drew upon “The Mermaid” for Sukey and the 
Mermaid, more than simply adding a happy ending as some type of narrative 
prescriptive for young readers, his version negotiates between “The Mermaid” 
and accounts of “water-spirit[s]” found in African tales. In his reframing of 
such accounts for a modern audience of children who are multigenerationally 
removed from the original tellers of these tales, San Souci presents young 
readers with an African–Atlantic mermaid situated within a context of African 
nature spirits who demonstrates the continued power of the nature spirit as 
mermaid in protecting her children. San Souci’s use of the name “Mama Jo” 
evokes the “pretty Joe” of “The Mermaid” tale, itself “derived from ‘Mama Dlo’ 
(‘Mama de l’ eau’ or ‘Water Mother,’ a term for mermaid)” (San Souci, “Author’s 
Note”). Drawn from the Mami Wata (Water) figure that is itself a “creolization 
of African water divinities” (Wicker 199), the multilayered figure of Mama Jo 
deepens the complexity of Sukey and the Mermaid as it reveals the layered 
African and African–Atlantic visions of the merfigure.9

The plot scaffolding of the first half of Sukey and the Mermaid resembles 
“The Mermaid”: overworked by a mean-spirited parent, a young girl finds 
relief in a mermaid’s kindness. The radical transformation from “The Mermaid” 
comes when Mama Jo successfully evades the stepfather’s assault and contin-
ues to protect young Sukey. In a pivotal story change, the stepfather here seeks 
not to kill the mermaid, but rather to capture her. Yet in this supposed moment 
of the mermaid’s keenest physical vulnerability, illustrator Brian Pinkney 
depicts Mama Jo as tremendously powerful, particularly in contrast to her pur-
suer’s limitations. In the top right of this page opening, Sukey’s mother and 
stepfather are visually held in a canoe while Mama Jo’s full body, nearly twice 
the size of the canoe, extends across the double-page spread, her face fore-
grounded on the left page and shown in clear detail. Especially through visual 
scale and blocking, readers/viewers identify her (and with her) in ways that 
they are visually prohibited from doing so with the two much smaller, less 
distinguishable characters in the background. In contrast to those smaller 
characters who fail in their plans to capture the mermaid, Mama Jo’s significant 
size marks her as a mythic figure of liberation.

Yet her depicted size is only one sign of Mama Jo’s considerable power—
power that encompasses the strength and purpose inherent in the simbi of 
West–Central African cosmology. A character nuanced in the varied powers of 
the guardian spirits, Mama Jo is most clearly aligned with simbi as she demon-
strates a roster of simbi-like powers, particularly in the second half of Sukey 
and the Mermaid. Continuing past the tragic ending of “The Mermaid,” in Sukey 
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and the Mermaid the focus on the mermaid’s powers heightens: once the 
calling-chant has been used against her by Sukey’s parents, Mama Jo refuses to 
answer to it. While Mama Jo embraces her identity and desires neither to leave 
the ocean nor change her form, she is able to do both when she chooses, 
transcending boundaries of finite body and place to visit both land and air, 
demonstrating a self-controlled fluidity of form as she appears through dream 
and storm. When Sukey is overworked into debilitating illness, Mama Jo 
evinces the simbi power of visiting Sukey in a dream to offer her escape.10 
Sukey accepts the respite and journeys with Mama Jo to an underwater home. 
Like those under the protection of simbi who “bathed in the waters known to 
belong to the simbi in the hopes of restoring vitality or to ease [… physical] 
disabilities” (Brown, African-Atlantic 116),11 Sukey recovers. Once grown, 
Sukey chooses to leave the ocean and return home, bringing with her gifts 
from Mama Jo: a dowry of treasure and guidance on whom to marry. Yet the 
world of land is still a dangerous place, and Sukey’s greedy stepfather, Mister 
Jones, soon kills Sukey’s betrothed and flees with the dowry.

In their protective role, simbi were believed to offer not only restorative 
shelter to their charges, but also retribution to those who brought them harm.12 
Following this murder, Mister Jones attempts to flee in a canoe, but “a single 
dark cloud formed above the boat. Lightning flashed and thunder roared. The 
ocean beneath the cloud began to churn, and high waves swamped the canoe. 
In a moment, the angry water swallowed the boat and its passenger,” Mister 
Jones never to be seen again (San Souci n. pag.). As one might suspect from 
the description of animated “angry water,” the means by which Mister Jones 
dies is not incidental to the powers of simbi who as nature spirits were believed 
to control weather, including the power to create storms.13 Pinkney’s accompa-
nying visual rendition of the storm—particularly with dark, wavy lines swirl-
ing above Mister Jones’s boat—evokes images of the mermaid’s hair. This use 
of line defines Mama Jo from the beginning: while San Souci describes how, 
when Mama Jo first meets Sukey, “Hair as green as seaweed hung down to the 
mermaid’s waist,” Pinkney chooses instead to draw the mermaid’s thick, wavy 
hair lifted in the air behind her, fluid like water. The richness of her hair, rep-
resenting both weight in its density and lightness as it flows about her, is 
emphasized in later drawings that also connect the image of her hair to sur-
rounding landscape. In his representation of Mama Jo’s hair—particularly in 
scenes like this that show how her hair reflects and even shapes the surrounding 
landscape—Brian Pinkney celebrates the mermaid’s hair as a means of fighting 
oppression, and in the process demands an appreciation of both the political 
and aesthetic implications of the African–Atlantic mermaid’s hair.14 Mama Jo’s 
hair is “magical,” and when Sukey is wrapped in it, she can journey beneath 
the ocean. Moreover, when Mama Jo comes to Sukey in a dream, Mama Jo is 
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visually depicted above Sukey’s bed, her hair filling the aerial space, weightless 
like hair in water. Pinkney’s use of scratchboard drawings presents an effect of 
often “swirling white lines” (Stewig 116) that contributes to the evocation of 
oceanlike waves and the visual suggestion that Mama Jo’s presence permeates 
the landscape. In the storm scene, Mama Jo’s presence is also visually signaled 
through the curved lines of the storm cloud and responding waves below; as 
Mama Jo had earlier trespassed seeming confines of geography and body to 
appear in a dream, here her body is infused into the sea and sky. Significantly, 
it is not Mister Jones’s earlier attempted capture of Mama Jo, but only his mur-
der of Sukey’s beloved and theft of her treasure, that precipitates the mermaid’s 
vengeance. In this, Mama Jo evinces the fierce guardianship of simbi who were 
believed to protect children, particularly those “abandoned by their families”15 
(Brown, African-Atlantic 252).

The Middle Passage

But while Mama Jo functions as an evocative simbi, showing the ways in which 
African nature spirits moved to the Americas through the enslavement and 
forced relocation of their people, the figure of the black mermaid has further 
semiotic significance in the lexicon of enslavement. While the simbi were 
believed to inhabit the landscape, particularly “streams, rivers, lagoons, 
springs, waterfalls, marshes, and whirlpools” (Brown, African-Atlantic 115)—
that is, of water closely placed with land—the simbi’s power was not by neces-
sity so narrowly landlocked, and, as water spirits, simbi were also believed to 
inhabit the sea (185). It is not only in the vastness of unmoored ocean, but 
specifically in the travelway of the Atlantic Ocean, that the simbi in their very 
form of simbi-as-mermaid come to signify on the Middle Passage. In the con-
text of slavery, the Atlantic Ocean was the site of the forced removal of millions 
of Africans to enslavement in the Americas, the Middle Passage being “the first 
and essential catastrophe, provoking loss of space, culture, language, the 
uprooting from familiar faces and lands” (Christol 167), a shifting cemetery of 
estimated millions of Africans.16 Yet, as much as the vastness and depth of the 
Atlantic graveyard has made mass murder and attempted genocide seemingly 
invisible, the black merfigure both signifies on that assault and defies it.

Mythic stories of flying Africans17 tell of escape from enslavement. Yet 
even these stories may originate around accounts of water—particularly those 
deriving from what is commonly known as the 1803 Ibo Landing rebellion at 
St. Simons Island off the coast of Georgia.18 Although some accounts reported 
a group of enslaved Ibos drowning themselves there, others insisted on their 
magical return to Africa. As Jason R. Young points out, the clash of narratives may 
reveal vying epistemologies as accounts of flight are framed as metaphor (52–55),19  
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yet, within the Ibos’ belief system, suicide by drowning in the Americas was 
itself a way to “transmigrate,” with water “the spiritual conduit back to Africa” 
(Snyder 43, 54).20 Significantly, while water was believed to be a means of 
transmigrating to Africa, fewer stories have depicted it (rather than flight) as 
the roadway of return, likely because it would implicitly, if not explicitly, com-
ment on the trauma of the Middle Passage, certainly on the understanding that 
the ocean had been a seemingly impassable road of death and hopelessness 
from Africa to the Americas. In his picturebook The Old African (2005), Julius 
Lester acknowledges the traumatic memory of the Middle Passage with such a 
journey. As a group of people leave enslavement to descend into the water21 
and pass through the ocean, they find it memorialized as a site of genocide, for 
“row after row after row […. it] seemed the skeletons stretched into forever” 
(70). As the ocean floor ascends, the travelers are offered layered reparations: 
repatriation to their homeland, to their lives before enslavement, and to those 
who died during the Middle Passage, for now even the skeletons are “rising 
out of [the ocean…] their bodies … returned to them” (71), so that those 
killed along the Middle Passage are returned to life and reunited with loved 
ones in the land of their birth (72–73).22 While centrally focusing on the 
mythology of escape and return, in its depiction of surviving the ocean The Old 
African both uncovers and recovers the destruction of the Middle Passage by 
positing a new relationship between the black body and the ocean.

Similarly, Richardo Keens-Douglas and Julia Gukova’s picturebook 
Freedom Child of the Sea (1995) comments on the Middle Passage as the ocean 
becomes sanctuary for a woman and her child. Thrown overboard from a slave 
ship, the pregnant woman “[m]iraculously” (n. pag.) gives birth to a child once 
she is submerged in the water; the miracle continues as the two survive to live 
underwater, free from the boats of enslavers that move overhead. A place 
where expected death becomes a means of life, the ocean is visually presented 
as a safe, wondrous world with diffused sunlight, clouds, and fantastically 
exotic fish amid cool blue-green tones of the sea. Yet the freedom of the boy, 
the “Freedom Child of the Sea,” is one more aspired to than realized. In some 
ways reminiscent of Hans Christian Andersen’s little mermaid whose eventual 
liberation and fulfillment are tethered to children’s morality,23 the Freedom 
Child of the Sea waits upon others’ (metanarratively the readers’) goodness, for 
he will not come to land until “there is true freedom, compassion, and har-
mony among all the people” (Keens-Douglas n. pag.). As a sacrificial host, his 
body is covered with “welts and scars for all the pain his people suffered,” 
continuing to make visible the seemingly invisible deaths and suffering of the 
Middle Passage.

In flying African stories, the “worlds of the living, the divine, and the dead 
circumambulate until they become inextricably intertwined” (Powell 270), 
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showing how, in the Kongo cosmogram, the ocean’s borders are “not only 
transnational, connecting Africa to the African American communities” of the 
coastal United States, but are “also transtemporal, connecting the world of the 
living to the realm of the gods and the world of the ancestors” (256), melding 
layers of community, time, location, life, and death. One sees this as well in the 
black merfigure that provides a symbiotic counterpoint to the flying/returning 
African. As a hybrid, the merfigure represents a re-created human encapsu-
lated in her (or his) own lifeboat. The iconic image from the 1700s showing, as 
if an x-ray, hundreds of small figures packed into a slave ship reveals a prison 
of humans immobilized into cargo.24 The African–Atlantic merfigure trans-
poses that image so that the body becomes its own vessel25 breaking the con-
finement of shackles and ship to maneuver the open space of ocean, outside 
the reach of oppressors. The assaultive image of the boat is thus countered in 
the merfigure’s hybridity that, functioning as a signifying comment on the 
Middle Passage, is an emblem of resurrection, suggesting life within death and 
the ability of the human body to survive in circumstances where there is no 
logical hope of survival.

Oppression and Liberation

In the case of Mama Jo in Sukey and the Mermaid, the merfigure posits the 
divinity of the simbi, as well as the acknowledgment of ancestors protecting 
the current generation. As much as nature spirits may reflect “physical and 
spiritual dimensions of the landscape” (Brown, African-Atlantic 142), Mama Jo 
becomes a figure of spiritually and physically transcendent power, signaling 
traumatic commentary, as well as recovery and continued influence. The land 
in Sukey and the Mermaid is the American South and that the story draws from 
African and African American folklore by extension defines this “brown-
skinned” mermaid as one who has evaded not only capture by Sukey’s stepfather 
but, in the context of historical American racial oppression, slavery’s  
capture, as well. To be clear, in Sukey and the Mermaid, San Souci does not 
directly reference slavery or the Middle Passage: while the story is introduced 
as having happened “oncet upon a time,” judging by illustrated clothing, the 
time period seems postslavery and likely twentieth century; Sukey is a badly 
treated daughter, not a slave; there are no white masters in evidence. Yet the 
elements of oppression and ownership of one’s body evocatively resonate with 
issues of enslavement, as they had in “The Mermaid.”

In the opening scene, Sukey must awake every “morning at day-clean” to 
hoe weeds; if she stops to fan herself with her hat, Mister Jones shouts at her, 
“‘Sukey, don’t you be skylarking!’” Brian Pinkney’s accompanying illustration 
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visually punctuates the girl’s oppression: the hoe she wields is longer than her 
full height, her body arches back as if counterbalancing the strain of her work, 
and Mister Jones stands on a shaded porch above Sukey, the image of his leisure 
heightened as he leans against a post and smokes while watching her work. 
His gaze suggests relentlessness in his supervision and mastery in his control. 
In this pictured pose, he stands over Sukey like an overseer or master. The 
implicit threat of violence evoked in this pose of overseer/master to field-
worker is stressed by Sukey herself, who renames the man who will work her 
to near death, singing “Mister Hard-Times / Won’t do a lick, / Just say, ‘Work 
faster / Or whip you with a stick.’” The song evokes images of enslavement in its 
resonance with slave and post-enslavement work songs that both critiqued 
oppressors and provided psychological independence from oppression.26 In this 
and other ways, Sukey navigates the terrain of oppression as she fights against 
Mister Jones’s ruthless supervision at the same time that she works under it.

Exploitation orders Mister Jones’s worldview in his use of violence as both 
threat and control and in his commodification of the individual. Unlike the 
father in “The Mermaid,” Mister Jones does not want to kill the mermaid; 
rather, he hopes to “cotch that merman … and sell’m on the main[land] for a 
pile of gold.”27 That he hopes to capture and not kill Mama Jo is not a lessen-
ing of danger, but a shift in objective; he is spiritually dead and, to him, the 
simbi-mermaid exists only as property translatable into money. Among coun-
terpointed characters, interaction with money—particularly as a reflection of 
the commodification of the individual—informs relationships: the mermaid 
freely gives treasure to Sukey, whom she sees as a daughter, while, to Mister 
Jones, people are valued only as much as they can be exchanged for money or 
as labor. Early in the story, Mama Jo understands the role of money in bartering 
for one’s freedom with Mister Jones; knowing she must daily buy Sukey’s free-
dom from him, she gives the girl coins so that Sukey will not be “whipped for 
sure.” Ultimately, while Sukey gains health under Mama Jo’s care, those around 
Mister Jones (Sukey, Sukey’s betrothed, and Mama Jo) are variously sickened, 
murdered, and risk capture and enslavement—all for his financial gain.

Although after Sukey recovers her health in Mama Jo’s underwater home, 
Mama Jo would like Sukey to remain with her, she allows the girl indepen-
dence when Sukey decides to return to her world, even giving her treasure for 
a dowry and advice on love. Ordered and mastered by Mister Jones, Sukey’s 
world above water is a place of coercion, violence, overwork, and exploitation. 
It is a place that resonates with images of enslavement. Yet, with Mama Jo’s 
help, it also becomes a place of love and recovery. After Mister Jones kills 
Sukey’s suitor for the dowry, Mama Jo repeats her offer to Sukey: “[Y]ou 
must now choose forever between my world and the world of men. Think 
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carefully: below the sea is a gentle place without time or pain. Up here, hurt and 
hunger are never far away, and time is always ready to steal what little you have.” 
In this moment of offering the safety of an underwater world, Mama Jo and 
Sukey are shown at nearly even height, Mama Jo rising from the waves while 
Sukey stands just off the shore with her. The veil of Sukey’s wedding dress is 
lifted in the air behind her, a diminutive echo of the length and texture of 
Mama Jo’s hair. Sukey could join the simbi. Yet, knowing full well the dangers 
of her own world, Sukey still determines to remain on land, and even though 
Mama Jo vows she will never return to Sukey again, the mermaid demon-
strates the expansive reparative powers of the simbi by giving Sukey a means 
of resurrecting her betrothed.28

Past the promise of leave-taking, the mermaid continues to protect Sukey 
by drowning the evil Mister Jones in the fierceness of a storm so that, in a 
metaphoric counterpoint of the Middle Passage, the water “swallowed” the 
master/overseer and liberates those otherwise oppressed. In the quiet after-
math of the storm, Mama Jo also provides a recovered dowry treasure that the 
couple discovers buried in the sand of the beach where they sit after their wed-
ding.29 The final visual image depicts Sukey and her new husband resting at 
the shoreline, mere inches from an ocean that Mama Jo still inhabits. Here, 
Sukey “saw the flash of sunlight on green scales and gold combs far out to sea. 
She blew a kiss across the waves and heard sweet laughter in return.” The bal-
ancing right side of the opening shows the mermaid’s tail, indicating that 
Mama Jo is half-submerged beneath the sea. The shore’s sand is drawn as if 
gentle waves, Sukey and her husband’s vantage point deftly extending through 
the ocean’s horizon, the two worlds both distinct yet melding. Although Mama 
Jo had pointed out that on land “hurt and hunger are never far away,” her 
intercession has considerably healed Sukey’s world, bringing about a reconcili-
ation with the past (in Sukey’s welcome of her now-repentant mother), libera-
tion and safety in the present (in Mister Jones’s death, Sukey’s determination to 
return to land, and her betrothed’s resurrection), and hope for the future (in 
Sukey’s marriage). It is not only their marriage, but also the laughter of Mama 
Jo returning to them like a blessing, that implies the possibility of future gen-
erations. Endowed with fertility powers, simbi were believed to have “pre-
served and enhanced the ability of people to have children” (Brown, “‘But the 
Mermaid’” 133), and in that context Mama Jo may bestow another gift on 
Sukey’s marriage in ensuring future generations. While repairing the fissures of 
the past and empowering the present, the conclusion of Sukey and the Mermaid 
thus offers a layered promise of a positive future for both Sukey and her world, 
all fostered by Mama Jo’s intercession. In the end, young readers are left with 
the image of a living, powerful simbi who has reshaped life on land and who 
remains off the coastline of the American South.
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Conclusion

By placing the story in a postslavery America, San Souci and Pinkney show the 
continued realities of oppression while offering hope for a new world. Indeed, 
the story of a living, powerful, African protective spirit in the waters off the 
Americas offers a way to reshape the traumatic memory of enslavement by 
repositing the relationship of the black body and the ocean. Sukey and the 
Mermaid not only presents a mermaid who can be read as simbi, as significant  
as that is, but also reflects a diaspora experience of slavery where water is spe-
cifically significant because of its semiotic resonance within the African–Atlantic 
history of the Middle Passage. As a counterpointed response to the Middle 
Passage, the powerful black merfigure shows how folklore can function as a 
metaphor for historical trauma and a means of psychological recovery.  
As much as “folklore demonstrates the power of cultural memory to reshape 
past tragedies, transforming stories of suicide [and enslavement] into stories of 
strength and propelling them into the future” (Snyder 43), Sukey and the 
Mermaid provides a powerful tale moving from oppression to liberation, 
exploitation to self-determination, isolation to community and love—all 
framed by a paradigm of African spiritual faith. An image of protection, rebel-
lion, rejuvenation, and power, Mama Jo as simbi recovers hope itself in the 
Americas. The image of the African–Atlantic mermaid thus becomes a way to 
acknowledge the trauma and genocide of the Middle Passage while asserting a 
strong connection to Africa, allowing the translocated simbi to offer powerful 
generational recovery from cultural and personal trauma.

While San Souci used the recounting of “The Mermaid” as an origin point 
for his story, Sukey and the Mermaid is, of course, not only time away from 
“The Mermaid,” but also separated by cultural and publishing contexts. For 
the teller of “The Mermaid,” the trauma of slavery had been close, the devas-
tation of it caught in the deaths of the girl and simbi, the narrative itself a 
traumatic metaphor not sculpted for children. In using “The Mermaid” as an 
underpinning for Sukey and the Mermaid, San Souci focuses on the protective 
powers of the simbi, sublimating the tragic consequences of “The Mermaid” 
and exchanging them for a focus on how Sukey survives oppressive condi-
tions through the mermaid’s successful intervention. Yet, while Sukey and the 
Mermaid ends as a promising, hopeful narrative, it nonetheless carries repre-
sentations of exploitation and oppression while evocatively connecting to 
images of enslavement. Centrally for today’s young audiences, the representa-
tion of Mama Jo as a black mermaid helps to expand the cultural and racial 
range of mermaid figures available to young audiences, furthering the work of 
those who seek to widen and make more culturally inclusive discussions 
about folktales and fairy tales.
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Will young children reading/viewing this picturebook unanimously 
recognize its evocation of African cosmology in the presentation of Mama Jo 
as a powerful simbi character? Perhaps not. Although the cultural context is 
woven into the tale, it is not at times explicit. But if young children look at 
Mama Jo and recognize the mythic power and wonder of the black mermaid 
figure (who is no Ariel pining for a prince), and appreciate the transforma-
tional might of the mermaid who protects the oppressed and punishes oppres-
sors, who aids young children when they are hurt; if they see in Sukey a young 
girl who can find protection, one who emerges from Mama Jo’s underwater cave 
rejuvenated, and who chooses her world despite its dangers; if they see a world 
repaired through one’s interaction with the mermaid—if young readers/ 
viewers of Sukey and the Mermaid appreciate that, they will have understood, 
without naming it, the power of the simbi.

Notes

I am grateful to my late colleague, Dr. Anita Moss, for our discussions about 
Virginia Hamilton; to Dr. Mark West for our discussions about fairy tales; and to 
Erika Romero for her assistance with library research for this essay. I am also 
grateful to the careful manuscript readers who offered important suggestions for 
development.

1.	 See, for example, Cristina Bacchilega and Marie Alohalani Brown’s The Penguin 
Book of Mermaids (2019) for selections and discussion of a wide range of mermaid 
tales across cultures, including a discussion and examples of tales of African and 
Caribbean water spirits (165–69, 273–80). Bacchilega and Brown note that Hans 
Christian Andersen’s “The Little Mermaid” (1837) “currently [remains] the most 
popular mermaid tale” (xxiii n11). Also see Lucy Fraser.

2.	 See Ras Michael Brown for a study on the enslaved population of the Lowcountry 
and their geographical African origins (African-Atlantic 33–89).

3.	 Ras Michael Brown presents detailed analysis and discussion of the simbi, who 
inhabited not only water but also other natural areas such as forests. Also see 
Brown for discussion of other nature spirits (African-Atlantic 1–32, 90–138).

4.	 Ras Michael Brown’s work follows the derivation of the black mermaid image 
found in the Americas to simbi African water spirits. Brown notes the simbi’s “role 
in protecting, preserving, and supporting people who honored them elevated 
them to the ultimate guardians of the land and people” (African-Atlantic 114). 
Brown also describes the simbi taking various forms, including one account of a 
water simbi with “a fish tail but human face” (113). Brown notes that “disguising 
nature spirits as mermaids allowed the storytellers to keep the real knowledge 
and meaning of these spirits within the oral traditions of the African-descended 
community, thus maintaining the boundary between insider and outsider” (258). 
Also see Henry John Drewal (Mami Wata, esp. pp. 33–49) for discussion of the 
mermaid in African cultures.
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5.	 The preface of Elsie Clews Parsons’s collection acknowledges the problem of out-
sider recorders attempting to access tales Sea Islanders don’t share with white 
transcribers (xiv). The collection also reflects ethnocentric interference, as evi-
denced in the attempts of white recorders to capture the dialect of black tellers. 
For further discussion of these issues, see Timothy Powell (259–63).

6.	 Recorded by Ada Bryan and appearing in pages 137–38 of Parsons’s collection.
7.	 In Her Stories: African American Folktales, Fairy Tales, and True Tales (1995), 

Virginia Hamilton offers a version of “The Mermaid” entitled “Mary Belle and the 
Mermaid.” Hamilton’s story more closely follows “The Mermaid,” including the 
deaths of the mermaid and girl.

8.	 Ras Michael Brown explores two mermaid stories: “The Mermaid” (included in 
Parsons’s collection) and “the mermaid history” (“But the Mermaid” and African-
Atlantic). In his connection of this mermaid figure to a simbi, Brown explores not 
only the ways in which the mermaid encompasses the protective nature of the 
simbi, but also the context of enslavement (African-Atlantic 253–80).

9.	 Author Robert San Souci acknowledges in a brief afterword that Sukey and the 
Mermaid is not drawn from a single tale, but is rather a combination of three 
sources: “The Mermaid” recorded in Parsons’s collection, Caribbean folklore of a 
“Water Mother” figure, and stories of West African water spirits (n. pag.). For 
discussion of the water spirit known as the Mami Wata figure, see especially 
Wicker, Isichei, and Drewal (Mami Wata and “Introduction”).

10.	 Brown notes the account of a female water spirit who appeared to a woman in a 
dream (African-Atlantic 267).

11.	 Followers of simbi were believed to even “‘hid[e…] their souls’ in the waters” of the 
simbi for protection. Brown here also notes how people entered “into direct relation-
ships with the spirits to ensure good health and long life” (“But the Mermaid” 131).

12.	 Brown describes simbi punishing those “who sowed discord within families…. ‘If the 
simbi notice the lack of love, they can become angry and take you’” (African-Atlantic 
124), even leading to death (“But the Mermaid” 139).

13.	 For discussion of simbi powers over weather, see Brown (African-Atlantic 29, 
201). Brown’s discussion of the story “the mermaid history” also explores storm 
powers of simbi (251–59). Followers “attributed to the simbi deaths by drowning 
[which …] reflected the perception that the simbi held power over life and death” 
(Brown, “But the Mermaid” 131).

14.	 For a history of African-descended women’s hair, see Byrd and Tharps. Hair 
remains a target of discrimination in the United States; for recent legislation that 
prohibits discrimination based on hair style and texture, see the CROWN [“Create 
a Respectful and Open World for Natural Hair”] Act (www.thecrownact.com).

15.	 Brown points out that “people in Kongo also told stories of the simbi as saviors of 
children abandoned by their families, which may have reflected the great traumas 
connected to the increasing incidents of the kidnapping and selling of children 
into local forms of bondage and the trans-Atlantic trade” (African-Atlantic 252).

16.	 In the introduction to Tom Feelings’s The Middle Passage (1995), John Henrik 
Clarke estimates that between thirty to sixty million Africans were transported on 
the Middle Passage, and that at most one-third of those people survived the pas-
sage (n. pag.). He also writes, “If the Atlantic were to dry up, it would reveal a 
scattered pathway of human bones, African bones marking the various routes of 
the Middle Passage.”
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17.	The Georgia Writers’ Project of the Works Project Administration in the 1930s 
transcribed several accounts of flying Africans. One, for example, noted, “They 
do say that people brought from Africa in slavery times could disappear and fly 
right back to Africa. From the things I see myself I believe that they could do this” 
(Georgia 20). [I have standardized language here, since the transcription of 
“Negro Speech” (xv) typically “used spelling [and dialect] conventions that were 
developed for minstrel shows” (Snyder 39). See Young for discussion of the prob-
lematic interference of WPA transcribers, as well as cultural biases of scholars 
(59–61).] See Gomez (118) and Georgia (17, 18, 28–29, 34) for other accounts 
of flying Africans. Also see Hamilton’s collection The People Could Fly for exam-
ples of flying stories. There she notes that, during her research, she found “more 
than 25 flying references, tales, and fragments” about “blacks who fly” (n. pag.). 
See Jenkins for discussion of the intersections of nostalgia and activism in African 
American picturebooks about flight.

18.	Note the different spellings: Ibo, Ebo, or Igbo (Powell 256). For information 
about the historical event, see Powell (257–58), Gomez (118–19), and Snyder.

19.	For connections between the flying African stories and the Ibo revolt, see Gomez 
(114–53), Powell, and Snyder, as well as Georgia (185). Young argues for an 
understanding of the “wonderfully rich epistemological worldview [of ‘enslaved 
Africans and their progeny’] that insisted on dynamic notions of human agency 
and possibility” (61) in accounts of flying Africans.

20.	Gomez points out that the “Igbo believed in reincarnation, or what Equiano 
called the ‘transmigration of souls’” (130); “the belief was very strong within the 
African-based community that at death one returned to the land of one’s birth. 
Thus flying via suicide was a sure way, perhaps the only way, to get back, at which 
point one could be reincarnated and live in the land of family and relations, far 
away from the experience called America” (120). One sees such views of suicide 
even in early children’s literature, as in the antebellum “Zamor and Hinda” from 
the children’s abolitionist newspaper The Slave’s Friend (1838). When a young girl 
kidnapped from Africa and taken aboard a slave ship dies and her body is thrown 
overboard, her brother leaps into the water to certain death, exclaiming, “I will 
meet thee, sister, in the land of souls” (12).

21.	Lester notes that his story was inspired by the events at Ibo landing (79).
22.	A rare example of a children’s picturebook that depicts death at Ibo’s Landing is 

Ebony Sea (Smalls and Lockard, 1995), which shows a group of Ibos who “walked 
into that river and drowned themselves” (n. pag.).

23.	At the close of Hans Christian Andersen’s story when the little mermaid becomes 
a daughter of the air, she is told her three-hundred-year trial to receive a soul will 
be extended or shortened, depending on the behavior of children: “[F]or every 
day we find a good child who makes father and mother happy …, God shortens 
our time of trial.… But if we see a child who is naughty or spiteful, then we have 
to weep tears of sorrow, and every tear adds one more day to our time of trial” 
(232).

24.	The famous sketch of the “tight-packed” slave ship, Brookes of Liverpool, demon-
strates how to maximize space for carrying enslaved Africans through the Middle 
Passage. The image was included in abolitionist Thomas Clarkson’s Abstract of the 
Evidence (1791) [rpt. in Mannix, illustrative insert (n. pag.)]. In the 1780s, 
Parliamentary evidence found that individual space aboard the Brookes for an 
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enslaved man was “six feet long by sixteen inches wide (and usually about two 
feet, seven inches high)” (Mannix 107). See Mannix for conditions aboard ships 
(104–30).

25.	Tom Feelings also visually signifies on the Brookes diagram in showing both the 
sketched figures and powerful images of the black body subsuming the ship 
itself.

26.	See Levine for discussion of often coded slave/post-enslavement songs.
27.	Brown clarifies the use of gendered pronoun in “The Mermaid,” pointing out that 

the “use of the gender-neutral third-person ‘he’ in the Gullah language spoken by 
the storyteller represented both ‘he’ and ‘she’ in so-called standard English and 
which we can infer identifies the mermaid as female” (“But the Mermaid” 137). 
The same dialect appears here in San Souci’s book.

28.	Simbi were believed to be able to restore not only health, but life itself (Brown, 
African-Atlantic 202).

29.	The simbi were believed to bestow gifts upon their charges, including money 
(Brown, African-Atlantic 268).
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