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“The history of slavery is the history of the United States. It was not
peripheral to our founding; it was central to it. It is not irrelevant to
our contemporary society; it created it. This history is in our soil, it
is in our policies, and it must, too, be in our memories.”

The Block Museum of Art is proud to partner
with the One Book One Northwestern program
for a year of art and events that explore the
themes of this shared text.

— Epilogue, How the Word Is Passed

TEACHING
HOW THE WORD
IS PASSED
THROUGH
THE BLOCK’S
COLLECTION

In How the Word Is Passed, Clint Smith examines how
we understand who we are as a nation through what we
choose to remember. Smith focuses specifically on the
legacy of slavery, a foundational aspect of our history, by
traveling to different historic sites such as the Monticello Plantation, an institution reckoning with Thomas Jefferson’s relationship to slavery, and Galveston Island,
where Smith witnesses young students contextualizing
the significance of Juneteenth. Smith also relays stories of white supremacy that are closer to home through
conversations with his grandparents, who lived through
eras of intense segregation and anti-Black violence, and
accounts about his hometown of New Orleans, where streets and monuments had been
named after notorious enslavers. Throughout his travels, Smith meets people with a
range of relationships to the past, including some who actively resist acknowledging
the horrors of slavery and others who are working hard to bring it to light.
This selection of artworks from The Block’s collection—including photographs,
prints, sculpture, and an installation—adds to the conversation by highlighting artists who use different strategies to reckon with the history of slavery, white supremacy, symbols of nationhood, and social inequity.
We invite members of the Northwestern community and beyond to use these artworks
as opportunities to connect to the themes of the text, whether they are used for private
contemplation or as a springboard in discussion with others. We are happy to provide a
shareable pdf booklet and downloadable images for teaching and engagement. If you
are interested in collaborating with us in your research or teaching, contact Corinne
Granof at c-granof@northwestern.edu.
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Dawoud Bey (American, born 1953)
Untitled #17 (Forest), from the series Night Coming Tenderly,
Black
2017
Gelatin silver print
44 x 55 in
Mary and Leigh Block Museum of Art, Northwestern University,
purchase funds provided by Susan and Richard Rieser, 2019.4

In this series, Dawoud Bey uses real and imagined sites
to suggest the sensory experience of people moving
through the darkness along the Underground Railroad,
the network of secret routes and shelters set up to
help enslaved people escape to freedom in the 18th
and 19th centuries. This monumental photograph is,
as the artist has described, “a visual reimagining of
the movement of fugitive slaves through the Cleveland
and Hudson, Ohio landscape as they approached Lake
Erie and the final passage to freedom….” The series
title refers to poet Langston Hughes’s renowned Dream
Variations (1926), with its refrain, Night coming tenderly
/ Black like me. The image conjures the protective—or
tender—qualities of the night as well as its dangers.
In How the Word Is Passed, author Clint Smith
encourages readers to consider our proximity to slavery
and to acknowledge the past by reflecting on what took
place on a site. In Bey’s majestic photograph, the site is
neither specific nor recognizable. There are no markers,
no statues, and no plaques to designate the historic
significance. But this mysterious photograph helps us
begin to imagine what it might have felt like to move
along these hidden paths. It wavers between the safety
and danger of darkness and whispers to the viewer that
something important happened on this unmarked site.
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Jacob Lawrence (American, 1917–2000)
March, from the series The Life of Toussaint L’Ouverture
1995
Color screenprint
22 x 32 in
Mary and Leigh Block Museum of Art, Northwestern University,
Gift of Evelyn Salk in memory of her husband Erwin A. Salk,
2001.13.9

In his early twenties, Jacob Lawrence created a
narrative series of paintings celebrating general
François-Dominique Toussaint L’Ouverture, the
most prominent leader of the 18th-century Haitian
Revolution (1791–1804). L’Ouverture and other selfliberated people sought to abolish slavery and to free
Saint-Domingue, now Haiti, from French colonial rule.
Lawrence created the series in the late 1930s in order
to represent a crucial chapter in the history of Black
liberation that was excluded from his formal education.
In the 1990s, he returned to the theme by reimagining
some of the compositions in the medium of screenprint,
which has broader circulation. In March, Lawrence
visualizes the collective action required to enact a
revolution: a group of soldiers becomes a singular mass
through a layered repetition of bodies, hats, and rifles
whose angles suggest relentless forward momentum.
In How the Word Is Passed, Clint Smith discusses the
Haitian revolution in relation to contemporary events
and the legacy of slavery in the United States. The
revolution instilled fear into the hearts of American
enslavers, who were worried that a similar revolt
could happen in the U.S. In fact, in 1811, an uprising
of hundreds of enslaved people in Louisiana was
suppressed by militia and federal troops—a rebellion
that is rarely included in textbooks. Smith emphasizes
the importance of maintaining stories of resistance, in
part, to counteract narratives that claim slavery must
not have been so brutal if enslaved peoples did not
fight back.
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Kara Walker (American, born 1969)
The Bush, Skinny, De-Boning
2002
Stainless steel painted black
7 x 6 x 1 in
Mary and Leigh Block Museum of Art, Northwestern University,
gift of Peter Norton, 2016.4.58

In Kara Walker’s small-scale sculpture, three
vignettes—The Bush, Skinny, De-Boning—convey a
grim antebellum nightmare, where the viewer senses
cruelty and danger but cannot make sense of the
details. The sculptures use a language similar to
Walker’s larger wall silhouettes, for which she is wellknown, to represent the daily violence of slavery and
the culture that surrounded it. Figures appear as
flattened, two-dimensional shapes—with menacing
tools and such details as a hood that is a familiar
symbol of the Ku Klux Klan. The combination of people
and potentially harmful objects—a knife, a hoe, a long,
truncheon-like object—suggest a place where cruelty
and danger are lurking everywhere.
Walker’s work is rife with gratuitous brutality, sexual
exploitation, and senseless violence. In precious
miniature size, Walker’s scenes evoke a feeling of horror
and disgust and remind us, as Clint Smith has written,
“Sexual violence was ubiquitous throughout slavery,
and it followed enslaved women wherever they went.”
With her quasi-narrative approach, Walker makes
visible atrocities that were ever-present on plantations,
but in a form that registers almost as a fable or
allegory. Walker’s work gives form to an unspeakable
part of 19th century American history, in Smith’s
words, to “throw away the veil and convey what so few
plantations have ever been willing to acknowledge.”
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Omar Victor Diop (Senegalese, born 1980)
Ayuba Suleiman Diallo, from the series Project Diaspora
2014
Inkjet print
47 ¼ x 31 ½ in
Mary and Leigh Block Museum of Art, Northwestern University,
purchase with funds from the Irwin and Andra S. Press
Collection Endowment, 2016.9.1

In his series Project Diaspora, artist Omar Victor Diop
poses as notable figures from the African diaspora in
Europe in the 15th through 19th centuries. Here Diop
stages a photograph in the style of the first known
British portrait of a person who was enslaved and later
freed: Ayuba Suleiman Diallo (1701–73) as depicted
by artist William Hoare in 1733. Diallo was a highly
educated man from a family of high-ranking Muslim
clerics in modern-day Senegal who, while on a journey
to sell enslaved people, was himself captured and sold
into slavery. He was eventually sent to a plantation in
Maryland where he escaped and was subsequently
jailed. While imprisoned, Diallo wrote a series of letters
that convinced a superior in the Royal African Company
to send him to London, where he was celebrated
for his intellect among the elite before returning to
Africa. Diallo was one of very few enslaved people
able to return to their homeland, making his story an
exceptional one.
Diop’s vibrant photograph brings Diallo’s story vividly
into the present. Diop represents himself as the subject
holding a soccer ball, drawing a connection between
the experiences of the historical figure and African
soccer players in Europe, who are both celebrated
and subjected to intense racism. In How the Word Is
Passed, Clint Smith points out how the vestiges of
slavery continue to shape contemporary experiences, a
point made visually through the artist’s connection of
experiences across time.
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William Hoare (British, 1707–1792)
Ayuba Suleiman Diallo
1733
Oil on canvas
30 in. x 25 in.
Qatar Museums Authority: Doha: Qatar, 2010
Image Source: Wikimedia Commons
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Bethany Collins (American, born 1984)
April 9, 1963
2016
Blind embossed paper
26 ¼ x 18 in
Mary and Leigh Block Museum of Art, Northwestern University,
purchase funds provided by Julie and Lawrence Bernstein
Family Art Acquisition Fund, Press Collection Endowment Fund,
and Block Museum Special Projects Fund, 2020.3.1

This blind embossed print reproduces the
front page of an issue of The Birmingham News
from 1963. Part of a series of prints, it refers
to one day in the Birmingham campaign, the
38-day series of non-violent actions against
segregation. The protest, which lasted from
April 3 until May 10 that year, included lunch
counter sit-ins, marches on City Hall, and
boycotts of downtown merchants. Although
these historic events were covered in the
national press, the board of The Birmingham
News chose not to write about the Civil Rights
protests.
12
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Bethany Collins’s work draws attention to how
the press decided to omit important events
in the Civil Rights Movement from its pages.
The print’s raised surface creates a ghostly,
barely legible text that calls into question the
objectivity of news reporting. By printing the
newspaper without ink, the artist highlights
the intentional absence of the historic events
from the local newspaper that spring, an
editorial decision that was meant to negate
the protester’s claims of injustice and deny the
systemic racism they experienced.
THE BLOCK MUSEUM OF ART 13

Alan Cohen (American, born 1943)
Now (Slave Plantation, St. John, Virgin Islands), 09-01
March 1995
Gelatin silver print
18 ½ x 18 ½ in
Mary and Leigh Block Museum of Art, Northwestern University,
gift of Sharon Cohen, 2003.9.2

In the 1990s Chicago photographer Alan Cohen
traveled to sites of historical trauma, including a sugar
plantation on the island of St. John in the Caribbean.
Photographs from this series do not directly represent
the pain and suffering associated with historic sites,
nor do they capture their broader meaning. The
photographs document the site, but at the same time
provide little or no information about its history. It is
primarily from the titles that we understand it as a
place where human exploitation and abuse took place,
and where so much money was made off the forced
labor of enslaved people.
In focusing on the ground of a site and the patterns in
its brick walkways, these photographs question the
capacity of photography to document the past. How is
human suffering articulated in the site itself—in a brick
on a path or in its infrastructure? How do we reconcile
the beauty of the place with the horrible events and
cruel system it represents? Without evidence of trauma,
brutality, and suffering in the images themselves, the
photographs are troubling because of what is left out.
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Tonika Lewis Johnson (American, born 1979)
6329 South Paulina & 6330 North Paulina, Chicago, from the
series Folded Map™ Project
2017
Inkjet prints (diptych)
16 x 20 in each
Mary and Leigh Block Museum of Art, Northwestern University,
gift of Lisa Graziose Corrin and Peter Erickson in honor of the
commitment to diversity, equity, access, and inclusion pledged
in 2021 by the Block’s staff and Board of Advisors, 2021.4.5-6
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In her Folded Map™ Project, Tonika Lewis
Johnson explores the legacy of segregation
in Chicago through her documentation of
“address pairs” — locations with corresponding
addresses on the north and south sides of the
city. In this pair, 6329 South Paulina shows a
child riding a bike past a two-story brick flat
with boarded up windows and an overgrown
yard surrounded by vacant lots. At 6330 North
Paulina is a brick house with a front porch
decorated with furniture, a wreath, and a flag
as well as a manicured lawn.

In viewing repetitions of discrepancies between
blocks on Chicago’s north and south sides
throughout this series, one begins to consider
the historical causes of these differences. What
Clint Smith calls the “fog of segregation,” which
can color so many aspects of everyday life,
becomes visible. Much of Chicago is divided
by race, in part because of redlining policies,
which denied mortgages for homes to African

American applicants in certain neighborhoods,
as well as the individual decisions of
homeowners to reinforce segregation through
individual actions. In How the Word Is Passed,
Clint Smith points out that sometimes
racism is discussed “as if segregation were
completely natural, which absolves the
enforcers of segregation—both systemic and
interpersonal—from any sort of culpability.”
THE BLOCK MUSEUM OF ART 17

Chris Pappan (Kaw, Osage, Cheyenne River Sioux, born 1971)
Definition 1
2018
Graphite, map collage, and acrylic on 1925 Evanston municipal
ledger
23 x 18 in
Mary and Leigh Block Museum of Art, Northwestern University,
purchase funds provided by the Andra S. and Irwin Press
Collections Fund, 2021.10.1

Using a map and municipal ledger paper combined with
drawing, this artwork addresses layered histories of
place and is part of Chris Pappan’s series 21st Century
Ledger Drawings. Ledger drawings were an artistic
practice developed by Indigenous people of the Plains
region in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. The
ledger paper, originally a means for settlers to keep
inventories, served as a new medium for Indigenous
artists to record everyday life and contemporary events.
In this work, Pappan reinterprets the tradition using a
1925 municipal ledger from the city of Evanston and a
more recent map of Gila River Indian Reservation lands
in Arizona.
The meticulously drawn head of the Native American
man is large within the composition and superimposed
on the map, insisting on his presence. In Pappan’s work,
the prominent placement of the figure on the map asks
the viewer to reckon with the forced removal of Native
American people from their homelands, to reflect on
the erasures of Indigenous history in the United States,
and to imagine the possibility of an Indigenous future.
In the prologue to How the Word Is Passed, Smith writes,
“…while this book is focused on the places where the
story of slavery in America lives on, the land upon
which many of these historical sites sit belonged to
Indigenous communities before it belonged to anyone
else.”
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Tseng Kwong Chi (Canadian, born Hong Kong 1950, lived,
worked, and died in New York, 1978–1990)
Jerry Falwell with Jeanne Gianas and Bruno Schmidt, from the
series Moral Majority
1981, printed 2014
Gelatin silver print
14 x 11 in
Mary and Leigh Block Museum of Art, Northwestern University,
gift of Muna Tseng Dance Projects Inc./Tseng Kwong Chi Archive,
2017.4.7

In this photograph, the religious leader and
conservative activist Jerry Falwell poses in a threepiece suit with one hand in his pocket and the other
rested at the tip of his chin. He opens his mouth as
if about to speak, suggesting that this photo is an
outtake. He stands in front of a crumpled American
flag, held up by two young people, one of whom smiles
at the camera. The artist had assured his subjects that
the flag would give the impression of waving in the wind
majestically, but the national symbol looks pitiful in the
poorly lit institutional hallway.
Tseng Kwong Chi took the photograph on a trip to
Washington, DC, as part of an assignment for the leftleaning Soho Weekly News that featured the dominant
political players of the Moral Majority, a conservative
political action organization recently founded by
Falwell. Tseng (not shown) wore the costume of
seersucker suit that let him pass as someone having
values approved by the conservative subjects of his
photographs. But the artist’s presence as a queer
immigrant of color—sometimes in front of the lens
in this series—points to how easily the logic of this
perceived authority and power comes undone. Tseng’s
mocking of the new conservative leaders of his time
resonates with Clint Smith’s criticism of a blind
patriotism that ignores the nation’s history of inequity
and investment in segregation.
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Unidentified photographer
Untitled (Snapshot of visitors to the Lincoln Memorial)
Mid-20th century
Monochrome photographic print
5 x 3 ½ in
Mary and Leigh Block Museum of Art, Northwestern University,
gift of Peter J. Cohen, 2019.17.24

Built in 1922, one hundred years ago, the Lincoln
Memorial is prominently situated on one end of the
National Mall and is a popular destination for visitors
to Washington, DC. Larger than life, the sculpture
honors the 16th president of the United States, who in
1863 issued the Emancipation Proclamation. Through
the classical structure, imposing sculpture, and the
accompanying text, visitors are meant to recognize
Lincoln’s achievements as the preserver of the union at
the end of the Civil War and to honor his role in ending
slavery.
In this personal snapshot circa 1960, two stylish
women stand in front of the statue of Lincoln. One
looks up at the monument, while the other looks at
the camera. Seeing the photograph from the 21st
century, the viewer wonders what the visitors might
have taken away from their obligatory pilgrimage. In
How the Word Is Passed, Clint Smith reminds us that
our stories of the history of slavery are often limited
and one-dimensional. As Smith explains, Lincoln had
a complicated outlook and his “commitment to ending
slavery was not necessarily matched by a commitment
to Black equality.”
Smith’s reflections provide ways of thinking about
founding fathers and so-called great men in history
with greater depth and nuance. Smith encourages
accounts that are multifaceted, reminding us that
people are more complex than our historical narratives
often allow.
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Carrie Mae Weems (American, born 1953)
Ritual and Revolution
1998
Digital photographs on muslin, with audio
Dimensions variable
Mary and Leigh Block Museum of Art, Northwestern University,
gift of Peter Norton, 2016.4.61

Ritual and Revolution is an immersive
installation that threads together scenes from
the struggles for social justice across time and
space, while drawing powerful connections to
the present. The artwork surrounds the viewer
with 13 semi-transparent muslin banners
that gently sway as one moves through the
installation. On the center banner is an image of
the artist herself posing as the May Day Queen,
whose voice recounts a world history of sorts.
She repeats the poetic refrain, “I was with you”
while referencing several painful historical
episodes, including transatlantic slavery, the
Irish potato famine, and the Holocaust.
Several images weave together sites significant
to slavery and its legacy, similarly to the way
Clint Smith connects experiences of monuments
and landmarks in How the Word Is Passed. An
unidentified ocean view overlaps an image of
Elmina Castle in Ghana, the first European slave
trading post in sub-Saharan Africa. A detail
of a building in Djenné, Mali—an ancient city
known for its importance to the trans-Saharan
gold trade—overlaps an image of a group
of protestors violently sprayed with a water
cannon in Birmingham, Alabama, in 1963. Both
Weems and Smith are interested in how we
encounter sites of violence and resistance and
the narrative strategies we employ to construct
related histories.
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Carrie Mae Weems:
Ritual and Revolution
[Excerpt from Poem]
I was with you in the
ancient ruins of time
you rode me hobby-horse
into the age of revolution, remember?
I was with you when you stormed the Bastille
& the Winter Palace
And I was with you for that great and
hideous mise en scene
they call the middle passage
One potato, two potato, three potato, four
& in Ireland too
Out of the shadows
from the edge of the new world
I saw your slow persistent emergence
and I saw you spinning jenny’s cotton into gold
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Photo credit: Carletta Girma

About the Author
Clint Smith is a renowned poet and journalist who
is currently a staff writer at The Atlantic. He is the
author of the narrative nonfiction book How the Word
Is Passed: A Reckoning with the History of Slavery
Across America, which was a #1 New York Times
bestseller, winner of the National Book Critics Circle
Award for Nonfiction, the Hillman Prize for Book
Journalism, the Stowe Prize, and selected by the New
York Times as one of the 10 Best Books of 2021. He
is also the author of the poetry collection Counting
Descent, which won the 2017 Literary Award for Best
Poetry Book from the Black Caucus of the American
Library Association and was a finalist for an NAACP
Image Award.
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40 Arts Circle Drive,
Evanston, IL 60201

Smith has received fellowships from the Andrew
W. Mellon Foundation, New America, the Emerson
Collective, the Art For Justice Fund, Cave Canem,
and the National Science Foundation. His essays,
poems, and scholarly writing have been published in
The New Yorker, The New York Times Magazine, The
New Republic, Poetry Magazine, The Paris Review,
the Harvard Educational Review, and elsewhere. He
is a former National Poetry Slam champion and a
recipient of the Jerome J. Shestack Prize from the
American Poetry Review.
Previously, Smith taught high school English in Prince
George’s County, Maryland, where he was named
the Christine D. Sarbanes Teacher of the Year by
the Maryland Humanities Council. He is the host of
the YouTube series Crash Course Black American
History.

Purchase Book
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Smith received his BA in English from Davidson
College and his PhD in Education from Harvard
University. Born and raised in New Orleans, he
currently lives in Maryland with his wife and their two
children.
He can be found on Instagram, Twitter, and Facebook.

ONLINE, FREE AND OPEN TO ALL

Please note:

These copyright-protected images are provided for
educational use in teaching. All other rights reserved.
Images must be reproduced with accompanying
captions. Presented by the Block Museum in partnership
with The Alumnae of Northwestern University. This
program is is partially supported by a grant from the
Illinois Arts Council Agency.
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Bethany Collins (American, born 1984), April 9,1963,
2016. Blind embossed paper, 26 ¼ x 18 in. Mary and
Leigh Block Museum of Art, Northwestern University,
purchase funds provided by Julie and Lawrence
Bernstein Family Art Acquisition Fund, Press Collection
Endowment Fund, and Block Museum Special Projects
Fund, 2020.3.1

