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In Silence Back 

A tanned bikini-clad woman walks across a newly raked beach, a surface more scrubbed up 
than Zen. With its blue sky, bluer water, palm trees, and pristine sand, Higgs Beach is the stuff 
of tourist posters, and through Monument a Surface, viewers encounter Dan Paz’s saturated 
color photograph at the scale of a large wall mural. Yet, what might advertise a dreamy tropical 
destination is instead offered up—as the photograph’s title indicates—for its historical 
imbrication as the site of the African Cemetery in Key West, Florida (2018), a burial site for 
slaves who died in transport and after their arrival to the Key in the late spring of 1860. A trio of 
slave ships intercepted on their way to Cuba —the Wildfire, the William, and the Bogotá—1

brought close to 1,500 West and Central Africans to the region. Those who did not survive 
transport or died after arrival were buried below the sands at Higgs Beach and largely 
forgotten until work spearheaded by local researchers in the 1990s revived the story.  An 2

official memorial is now located near this site.  

Relaying details from a Floridian newspaper, a New York Times article from June 2, 1860 
reported “affecting scenes among the negroes” rescued from the slave ships, including joyous 
reunions, delight and awkwardness in new encounters, and painful realities of death and grief. 
Addressing the “Wildfire’s cargo,” the article describes a particular “object of interest,” a 
mother tending to an infant upon arrival but whose child died soon after at a mere six weeks 
old. Recounting the scenes of mourning, the author writes: 

 The United States officially banned the maritime slave trade—in concert with Great Britain, France, Portugal, and Spain—in 1820. 1

 Key West historian Gail Swanson initiated identification and recognition of the Slave Cemetery in 1990. In the early 2000s, under 2
the auspices of the Mel Fisher Maritime Museum, local archaeologists led by Corey Malcolm (with whom Paz talked at length) 
worked to pinpoint the exact location of the burials. “Story of Discovery,” African Cemetery at Higgs Beach (2013). https://
www.africanburialgroundathiggsbeach.org/discovery



…as we saw the mother bending and weeping, and kissing its inanimate form—
wailing in plaintive song, and responded to by numerous mourners around the 
corpse—we felt that love was beyond all conditions of pride or place, and that 
many might rejoice and be flattered in their self-love, if they would be missed as 
much as the dead babe was by its mother. It was laid in a handsome coffin, and 
a procession of seventeen went with it to its last abode. Low chauntings [sic] 
and loud wails of grief would break forth, and when at last the spot was reached, 
they became as silent as the narrow house which would contain all the heart 
prized so much. The little coffin was placed in the grave, each threw in its 
handful of earth, and amid the deepest sorrow they returned in silence back.  3

* * * 

130 years later.  

A photograph accompanying a New York Times article from September 3, 1990 titled “Hard-Hit 
Key West Combats AIDS with Community Effort”  shows three men embracing at a memorial 4

service for a local businessman who died of AIDS. Against a backdrop punctuated by palm 
fronds, the men—one of whom wears a dark floral shirt—lean against one another. The flora in 
this image marks it as a Florida scene for a Florida story about how and why Key West, a place 
best known as a popular tourist destination, became an epicenter for the AIDS epidemic in the 
late 1980s and the unusually forceful local response to provide healthcare, support, and 
education that followed. As one local hospice director declared: “AIDS is a test of community. 
It’s a test of how we respond to this terrible thing.” And by all accounts, Key West responded 
with care and compassion to local residents and those who came from afar in need of refuge. 
Built in 1997 to commemorate those lost to HIV/AIDS, the Key West AIDS Memorial features 
elegiac quotes and inscriptions of the names of those who have died from the illness in the 
region. Constructed from granite, it extends down the walkway lined by palm trees at White 
Street Pier. 

The Key West AIDS Memorial is located less than a minute’s walk from the African Cemetery. 

Haunted by the proximity of the Key West AIDS and African Cemetery memorials to the 
beachfront, Dan Paz began to explore the histories of both sites. Paz walked the pier, 
photographed the memorials, and examined related materials at the Monroe County Library 
and The Mel Fisher Maritime Museum. An issue of Harper’s Weekly Illustrated which featured 
etchings after daguerreotypes—now lost—shows the transported of the Wildfire and 
stereoscopic views of the Africans at their temporary lodgings. Ledgers list names of the 
Africans who made a journey of return to the continent, to a new African life in Liberia. In the 
accumulation of things found and lost, it was this “ephemera”—what José Esteban Muñoz 

 “The Africans at Key West.” New York Times. June 2, 1860. ProQuest Historical Newspapers.3

 James LeMoyne. “Hard-Hit Key West Combats AIDS with Community Effort.” New York Times. September 3, 1990. ProQuest.4



characterized as “traces, glimmers, residues, and specks of things” —that became a place for 5

Paz to turn.  

In Devotions Upon Emergent Occasions (2018), everyday objects sprayed in gold appear on 
ceramic floor tiles. A grouping of would-be treasure function more like items gathered for a 
shrine. Necklaces, wine glasses, bowls, a figurine of a mermaid with a shimmery patina are 
surrounded in halos of gold, dressed up like offerings to Mami Wata.  6

  

Accumulative elements come together perhaps most emphatically in Towards the Mangroves 
(2018), a video projected onto the wall adjacent to Devotions. It opens to darkness as music, 
muffled and deep, plays. Slowly, a dark view of an undulating surface of water appears, murky 
and slick. It fades back to darkness until the sound of a motor joins the music. Then two frames 
move towards one another across a black expanse. Anticipation of the frames meeting builds, 
but is ultimately stymied, as they come together but never quite align. Against that frustrated 
center, the sound of the motor of the boat joins with the strains of the submerged cantata. It is 
as if we are listening from above and beneath the water simultaneously—or from that black 
space between the frames—to sounds guttural, rhythmic, and plaintive. Presented with a 
single frame, moving along the water, only the sound of the motor remains as a boat skims the 
surface.  

 José Esteban Muñoz. “Introductory Notes to Queer Acts,” Women & Performance, A Journal of Feminist Theory 8, no. 2 (1996): 5
10.

 Mami Wata is a water deity revered in Africa and the African Atlantic closely resembling water spirits in other world religions, 6
including the mythical mermaid.



Returned to darkness, we might think of “low chauntings [sic] and loud wails of grief” breaking 
forth and handfuls of earth thrown “amid the deepest sorrow” and figures turned “in silence 
back.” 

  

* * * 

It was in the context of Paz’s exploration of the contemporary spatial entanglements of local 
history through beachside memorials that the attack at the Pulse Nightclub in Orlando took 
place. Pulse’s owner Barbara Poma opened the club to honor her brother John who died of 
AIDS in 1991, as a place to keep the (heart)beat going in the wake of loss wrought by the 
epidemic. In its own way, Pulse was already a memorial in its role as a venue for celebration 
and community. But on June 12, 2016, the club became the site of the deadliest mass shooting 
in the United States history (up to that point), a devastating act of terror in a place long-
championed as safe. Images of the makeshift memorials erected around the club’s perimeter 
frequently accompany articles about life in the aftermath’s attack. A sea of flowers, garlands, 
cards, rainbow flags, national flags, and banners surround the club’s sign and a large palm 
tree.  

Plans are now underway to create a permanent memorial and museum at the site with Poma 
seeking out input from survivors, families of victims, and the larger Orlando community about 
what shape that should take. 

Tragedy and heartache in Florida possesses a particularly sting precisely because of the 
state’s promise of paradise. Monument a Surface places viewers in the perverse confrontation 
between unspeakable loss and tropical destination. This may be most keenly felt in the space 
between the artworks. A diaphanous grid of Palms (2018) is suspended from the ceiling. 
Examples of indigenous vegetation, single fronds appear in each panel of the grid as the flora 
for Florida stories. When air flows through the space and as people walk by, its surface moves.  

A total of 21 Prepositional Phrases (2018) of an edition of 30 hang over a railing appearing as 
black monograms emblazoned on bright yellow beach towels. Considering. Since. Behind. 
Inside. With. Suspended words in need of syntax come one after the other after the other and 
then stop. The standard beachside accessory waits to make meaning, and we, as viewers, try 
to come to terms. 



In the sunshine state, as one event, one memorial, became another and another, Paz engaged 
accumulation and layering in image, sound, texture, and surface as formal strategies for 
thinking critically about the memorials that we have and those yet to be made. Monument a 
Surface reflects Paz’s ongoing investigations into the representational challenges of 
incommensurability.  


