Twelve Years a Slave: Analyzing Slave Narratives

Activity 1. Analyzing the Text: The Soul Murder of Patsey
Name: __________________________________________

Date: _________________

Teacher: ________________________________________

Class: _________________

Among the basic principles that define the institution of marriage in America is fidelity to one’s spouse
until death. Marriage also entails parental responsibilities to children of a legally sanctioned marriage.
“Family” refers to a social unit in which there is love, trust, and decency shared among the members
who are often related by blood.
Question: Identify and analyze four examples of how the institution of slavery undermined and
perverted the institutions of marriage and the family.
“Soul Murder” is a term coined by playwrights, Henrik Ibsen and August Strindberg to mean the
destruction of love of life in a person. Edwin Epps repeatedly sexually violated Patsey, a young enslaved
woman, who was also Epps’ most productive field hand. Because she was Epps’ property, Patsey was
powerless to stop Epps. Mrs. Epps blamed Patsey for her husband’s depravity and retaliated against the
innocent slave youth, enlisting Northup in her vendetta.
… It has been seen that the jealousy and hatred of Mistress Epps made the daily life of her young and
agile slave completely miserable. I am happy in the belief that on numerous occasions I was the means
of averting punishment from the inoffensive girl. In Epps’ absence the mistress often ordered me to
whip her without the remotest provocation. I would refuse, saying that I feared my master’s displeasure,
and several times ventured to remonstrate with her against the treatment Patsey received. I endeavored
to impress her with the truth that the latter was not responsible for the acts of which she complained, but
that she being a slave, and subject entirely to her master’s will, he alone was answerable.
At length “the green-eyed monster” crept into the soul of Epps also, and then it was that he joined with
his wrathful wife in an infernal jubilee over the girl’s miseries.
On a Sabbath day in hoeing time, not long ago, we were on the bayou bank, washing our clothes, as was
our usual custom. Presently Patsey was missing. Epps called aloud, but there was no answer. No one had
observed her leaving the yard, and it was a wonder with us whither she had gone. In the course of a
couple of hours she was seen approaching from the direction of Shaw’s. This man, as has been
intimated, was a notorious profligate, and withal not on the most friendly terms with Epps. Harriet, his,
wife, knowing Patsey’s troubles, was kind to her, in consequence of which the latter was in the habit of
going over to see her every opportunity. Her visits were prompted by friendship merely, but the
suspicion gradually entered the brain of Epps, that another and a baser passion led her thither—that it
was not Harriet she desired to meet, but rather the unblushing libertine, his neighbor. Patsey found her
master in a fearful rage on her return. His violence so alarmed her that at first she attempted to evade
direct answers to hi his questions, which only served to increase his suspicions. She finally, however,
drew herself up proudly, and in a spirit of indignation boldly denied his charges.
* This is transcribed verbatim from the narrative with misspellings and grammar are unchanged. Paragraphs,
however, are added for readability. Lesson authors added words in italics. Page numbers are given at the end of a
text excerpt; for full text of Northup’s narrative: http ://docsouth.unc.edu/fpn/northup/northup.html
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“Missus don’t give me soap to wash with, as she does the rest,” said Patsey, “and you know why. I went
over to Harriet’s to get a piece,” and saying this, she drew it forth from a pocket in her dress and
exhibited it to him. “That’s what I went to Shaw’s for, Massa Epps,” continued she; “the Lord knows
that was all.”
“You lie, you black wench!” shouted Epps.
“I don’t lie, massa. If you kill me, I’ll stick to that.”
“Oh! I’ll fetch you down. I’ll learn you to go to Shaw’s. I’ll take the starch out of ye,” he muttered
fiercely through his shut teeth.
Then turning to me, he ordered four stakes to be driven into the ground, pointing with the toe of his boot
to the places where he wanted them. When the stakes were driven down, he ordered her to be stripped of
every article of dress. Ropes were then brought, and the naked girl was laid upon her face, her wrists and
feet each tied firmly to a stake. Stepping to the piazza, he took down a heavy whip, and placing it in my
hands, commanded me to lash her. Unpleasant as it was, I was compelled to obey him. No where that
day, on the face of the whole earth, I venture to say, was there such a demoniac exhibition witnessed as
then ensued.
Mistress Epps stood on the piazza among her children, gazing on the scene with an air of heartless
satisfaction. The slaves were huddled together at a little distance, their countenances indicating the
sorrow of their hearts. Poor Patsey prayed piteously for mercy, but her prayers were vain. Epps ground
his teeth, and stamped upon the ground, screaming at me, like a mad fiend, to strike harder.
“Strike harder, or your turn will come next, you scoundrel,” he yelled.
“Oh, mercy, massa!—oh! have mercy, do. Oh, God! pity me,” Patsey exclaimed continually, struggling
fruitlessly, and the flesh quivering at every stroke.
When I had struck her as many as thirty times, I stopped, and turned round toward Epps, hoping he was
satisfied; but with bitter oaths and threats, he ordered me to continue. I inflicted ten or fifteen blows
more. By this time her back was covered with long welts, intersecting each other like net work. Epps
was yet furious and savage as ever, demanding if she would like to go to Shaw’s again, and swearing he
would flog her until she wished she was in h--l. Throwing down the whip, I declared I could punish her
no more. He ordered me to go on, threatening me with a severer flogging than she had received, in case
of refusal. My heart revolted at the inhuman scene, and risking the consequences, I absolutely refused to
raise the whip. He then seized it himself, and applied it with ten-fold greater force than I had. The
painful cries and shrieks of the tortured Patsey, mingling with the loud and angry curses of Epps, loaded
the air. She was terribly lacerated—I may say, without exaggeration, literally flayed. The lash was wet
with blood, which flowed down her sides and dropped upon the ground. At length she ceased struggling.
Her head sank listlessly on the ground. Her screams and supplications gradually decreased and died
away into a low moan. She no longer writhed and shrank beneath the lash when it bit out small pieces of
her flesh. I thought that she was dying.
It was the Sabbath of the Lord. The fields smiled in the warm sunlight—the birds chirped merrily amidst
the foliage of the trees—peace and happiness seemed to reign everywhere, save in the bosoms of Epps
and his panting victim and the silent witnesses around him. The tempestuous emotions that were raging
there were little in harmony with the calm and quiet beauty of the day. I could look on Epps only with
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unutterable loathing and abhorrence, and thought within myself—“Thou devil, sooner or later,
somewhere in the course of eternal justice, thou shalt answer for this sin!”
Finally, he ceased whipping from mere exhaustion, and ordered Phebe to bring a bucket of salt and
water. After washing her thoroughly with this, I was told to take her to her cabin. Untying the ropes, I
raised her in my arms. She was unable to stand, and as her head rested on my shoulder, she repeated
many times, in a faint voice scarcely perceptible, “Oh, Platt—oh, Platt!” but nothing further. Her dress
was replaced, but it clung to her back, and was soon stiff with blood. We laid her on some boards in the
hut, where she remained a long time, with eyes closed and groaning in agony. At night Phebe applied
melted tallow to her wounds, and so far as we were able, all endeavored to assist and console her. Day
after day she lay in her cabin upon her face, the sores preventing her resting in any other position.
A blessed thing it would have been for her—days and weeks and months of misery it would have saved
her—had she never lifted up her head in life again. Indeed, from that time forward she was not what she
had been. The burden of a deep melancholy weighed heavily on her spirits. She no longer moved with
that buoyant and elastic step—there was not that mirthful sparkle in her eyes that formerly distinguished
her. The bounding vigor—the sprightly, laughter-loving spirit of her youth, were gone. She fell into a
mournful and desponding mood, and oftentimes would start up in her sleep, and with raised hands, plead
for mercy. She became more silent than she was, toiling all day in our midst, not uttering a word. A
care-worn, pitiful expression settled on her face, and it was her humor now to weep, rather than rejoice.
If ever there was a broken heart— one crushed and blighted by the rude grasp of suffering misfortune—
it was Patsey’s. (pp. 254–259)
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