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Atlas Of The Transatlantic Slave
Trade

Unveiling History: The Enduring Significance of the
Atlas Of The Transatlantic Slave Trade

The history of  the Transatlantic Slave Trade is a vast,  painful,  and deeply complex
narrative that spans four centuries and three continents. For generations, scholars and
students have pieced together this story from fragmented logbooks, plantation records,
and oral histories. However, the publication of the Atlas Of The Transatlantic Slave
Trade  represented a seismic shift  in how we visualize and comprehend this  brutal
chapter of human history. It is not merely a collection of maps; it is a monumental work
of scholarship that uses cartography to give scale, shape, and human context to one of
the largest forced migrations in history. For anyone seeking to understand the roots of



the modern African diaspora, the economic foundations of the Americas, or the sheer
logistical horror of the Middle Passage, this atlas is an indispensable resource.

What Is the Atlas Of The Transatlantic Slave Trade?

Authored by David Eltis and David Richardson, and published by Yale University Press,
the  Atlas  Of  The  Transatlantic  Slave  Trade  is  a  comprehensive  cartographic
reference that visualizes the data from the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database. This
atlas is a product of decades of meticulous research, combining historical records from
archives across Europe, Africa, and the Americas. It contains 189 full-color maps, along
with detailed tables and illustrations, that trace the routes, volume, and human cost of
the slave trade from the 15th to the 19th century.

Unlike a standard historical text, this atlas provides a geospatial lens. It allows readers to
see  the  density  of  slave  voyages  leaving  specific  European  ports,  the  primary
embarkation  points  along  the  African  coast,  and  the  precise  destinations  in  the
Caribbean, South America, and North America. The maps are not static;  they tell  a
dynamic story of shifting economic powers, changing colonial policies, and the relentless
pursuit of human commodities.
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Visualizing the Scale of the Middle Passage

One of the most powerful functions of the Atlas Of The Transatlantic Slave Trade is
its ability to make abstract numbers feel tangible. We often read that approximately 12.5
million Africans were shipped across the Atlantic. But what does that number look like?
The atlas translates this statistic into visual density.

Volume by Coastal Region: The maps break down the trade by African region.
They show that West Africa (from modern-day Senegal to Nigeria) supplied the
majority of captives, but West-Central Africa (the Congo and Angola regions) was
equally, if not more, significant at the height of the trade. The atlas highlights how
the focus of slaving shifted from the Gold Coast and the Bight of Benin to the ports
of Luanda and Benguela.
Temporal Shifts: The cartography demonstrates how the trade evolved over
time. In the 17th century, the trade was dominated by the Dutch and Portuguese,
primarily supplying Brazil and the Spanish Americas. By the 18th century, the
British had become the leading carriers, with their colonies in the Caribbean
(Barbados, Jamaica) being primary destinations. The atlas allows users to track this
"market share" visually.



Geographic Pressure Points: Perhaps the most chilling maps are those that
show the "coastal origins" of captives. The atlas uses flow lines of varying
thickness to indicate the volume of people forced into ships. The thickest lines,
representing hundreds of thousands of people, stretch from the Slave Coast
(modern-day Benin, Togo, and Nigeria) toward the Americas. This visual weight
drives home the immense pressure exerted on specific African societies.

The Atlantic System: More Than Just Routes

While the routes of slave ships are central to the Atlas Of The Transatlantic Slave
Trade, the book goes far deeper to explain the Atlantic System. The maps do not just
show movement; they illustrate the economic engine of colonialism. The atlas connects
the dots between:

European Manufactured Goods: T extiles, guns, alcohol, and hardware flowed1.
from Europe to Africa.
Enslaved Africans: Humans were the "currency" exchanged for these goods,2.
transported across the Atlantic.
Colonial Commodities: Sugar, tobacco, coffee, cotton, and gold were shipped3.
back to Europe, produced by the enslaved labor force.
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The maps show the "Triangular Trade" not as a simple triangle, but as a complex web of
routes.  For  example,  ships  from Liverpool  might  stop  in  the  Caribbean  to  unload
captives, then sail to North America to pick up timber or naval stores before returning to
England. The atlas meticulously tracks these variations, proving that the trade was a
highly sophisticated, multi-layered global enterprise.

Futhermore,  the  atlas  deals  honestly  with  the  mortality  rates.  Specific  maps  are
dedicated to "Slave Mortality in the Middle Passage." They chart the death rate per ship
per decade, revealing that the average mortality hovered around 12-15%, but could
spike dramatically on specific voyages due to disease, rebellion, or poor provisioning. By
mapping these deaths, the atlas ensures that the human suffering is not glossed over by
the broader economic narrative. It forces the viewer to see the Middle Passage as a
graveyard as much as a commercial route.

The African Diaspora: Mapping the Scattering

The  Atlas  Of  The  Transatlantic  Slave  Trade  is  also  a  foundational  text  for
understanding the African diaspora. The maps show exactly where African people were
taken. This is crucial for genealogists, historians, and cultural anthropologists.



Brazil: The maps reveal that Brazil received the single largest number of enslaved
Africans (over 5 million). The atlas shows the specific regions of Brazil that
received captives (Bahia, Rio de Janeiro, Pernambuco) and links them to specific
African origins. For instance, it shows the strong connection between the Bight of
Benin and Bahia, which explains the deep Yoruba and Fon cultural influences in
Afro-Brazilian religion (Candomblé) and music.
The Caribbean: The British, French, and Spanish islands are all mapped in detail.
The atlas shows how different islands specialized in certain crops (sugar in
Barbados, coffee in Saint-Domingue) and how this influenced the demand for
labor. It also shows the specific ethnic composition of different islands, explaining
why Jamaica has a strong Akan (Ghana) influence while Haiti has a strong Kongo
influence.
North America: Though the United States received a relatively smaller share of
the total trade (around 400,000 to 500,000 people directly), the maps show the
precise ports of entry (Charleston, Savannah, Newport). The atlas also maps the
"internal slave trade" of the US, showing how the forced migration continued after
the Atlantic voyages ended.

This spatial data is invaluable. It proves that the diaspora was not a uniform scattering. It
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was a series of distinct, complex migrations that created unique cultural blends in every
corner of the New World. The Atlas Of The Transatlantic Slave Trade allows us to
trace these specific cultural DNA strands from Africa to the Americas.

Debunking Myths and Providing Nuance

A major contribution of this atlas is its role in debunking historical myths and providing a
more nuanced understanding of the slave trade.

Myth: The trade was primarily run by the US. The atlas clearly shows that the
largest carriers were the Portuguese (for Brazil) and the British. American ships,
while active, were a smaller part of the overall picture until the 19th century.
Myth: Most slaves came from the interior of Africa. While many were taken
from the interior, the maps show that the majority of embarkations happened at
coastal forts and factories. The "coastal" region was a zone of immense commerce
and violence, but the interior was also deeply impacted by the demand for
captives.
Myth: Abolition ended the trade quickly. The atlas shows the "Illegal Slave
Trade" maps vividly. After Britain and the US banned the trade in 1807, the trade
actually boomed in Brazil and Cuba. The maps show that the 19th century saw



some of the most brutal, high-volume years of the trade, despite global abolitionist
movements.

By  presenting  this  data  without  hyperbole,  the  atlas  lets  the  numbers  speak  for
themselves.  The precision of  the cartography makes the refutation of  these myths
irrefutable.  It  provides  a  solid  foundation  for  academic  argumentation  and  public
education.

The Scholarly and Educational Impact

The impact of the Atlas Of The Transatlantic Slave Trade on academia has been
profound. It has become a standard reference work in history departments, particularly
in courses on Atlantic history, colonialism, and African-American studies. It is a staple of
university libraries.

For educators, the atlas is a powerful teaching tool. Asking students to read about the
Middle Passage is one thing; asking them to look at a map where every dot represents a
ship that carried hundreds of human beings is quite another. Navigating the atlas is a
lesson in data analysis, historical methodology, and human empathy.
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Furthermore, the atlas provides source material for modern digital humanities projects.
The data contained within its  pages has been used to create interactive maps,  3D
visualizations of slave ship holds, and geographic information system (GIS) models of
historical  demographics.  It  serves as  the bedrock upon which a  new generation of
historical inquiry is being built.

A Legacy of Memory and Understanding

Ultimately, the Atlas Of The Transatlantic Slave Trade is an act of memory. It is a
rigorous,  scientific attempt to reclaim the lost  geography of  millions of  people.  It  gives
coordinates to the anonymous graves of the Atlantic and traces the journeys of those
who survived. In its pages, we see the outline of modern global inequality, the roots of
systemic racism, and the resilience of cultures that refused to be erased.

The book does not shy away from the moral horror of its subject, but it approaches it
through the lens of empirical data. This approach makes the tragedy both more distant
(as a historical phenomenon) and more immediate (as a physical reality on land and
sea). It transforms history from a story into a landscape.



Conclusion: Navigating the Past to Understand the
Present

The Atlas Of The Transatlantic Slave Trade is more than a scholarly achievement; it
is a necessary corrective to historical amnesia. It forces us to look at the Atlantic Ocean
not  as  a  barrier  between  worlds,  but  as  a  highway  of  human  suffering  and  cultural
exchange. By mapping the routes, quantifying the victims, and charting the economic
forces at play, this atlas provides the most complete visual account of the slave trade
ever created. For historians, students, and anyone engaged in the ongoing work of racial
reconciliation,  this  atlas  is  not  just  a  reference book;  it  is  a  map of  the world  we
inherited. It shows us where we came from, and in doing so, helps us understand the
deep, complex, and often troubled terrain we must navigate today.


