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INTRODUCTION


A great many valuable books have been written about black lives and experiences in very different geographical contexts.1 However, a relatively low number deal specifically with the experiences of people of African descent in Europe before the world wars. A handful of individual stories have been marginally integrated into European history, but most of these relate to the history of enslavement or to colonial encounters from the fifteenth century onwards. Published work often pairs the term ‘black presence’ with a specific geographical area. From ‘black presence in Europe’ to ‘black presence in Wales’, these volumes map out the lives of people of African descent in the named places.2 The kinds of books that are readily available are also often about known men and women. Of course, such individuals are worth examining, and these biographies provide interesting interpretations and bring new light to their life stories. For example, over the last few decades, several volumes have been dedicated to former enslaved people. From Olaudah Equiano to Mary Prince, both of whom lived in Britain, the focus seems to be on eighteenth-century abolitionists and their connections to various groups of people.


Black abolitionists and other black men and women have been looked at in relation to their roles as models in well-known paintings or as servants who feature in travel writings and other artistic productions. When examined as individuals, these men and women are generally perceived as exceptional characters whose lives were transformed by complex encounters with Europeans. In such accounts, the notion of exceptionalism is used as a plausible reason for their fame. Some of their stories are believed to have survived because of the extraordinary nature of their contributions to European societies. Little, however, has been published about further aspects of their lives, such as the close connection they might have had with other people of African descent. Some histories have been forgotten or their importance underestimated. For example, African resistance to enslavement on African coasts or the fight against the transatlantic slave trade in Africa are scarcely mentioned in volumes about enslavement in European colonial history. Yet resistance was not uncommon, with examples including the powerful story of Queen Nzinga in the seventeenth century, the numerous slave revolts aboard ships along African coasts, and the disruption of plantation lives by Maroons and enslaved people living in proximity to masters. There is a continuum in the history of black resistance to enslavement that forms part of what Cedric J. Robinson saw as the ‘roots of black radicalism’.3 According to Robinson, the West got hold of black bodies through violence to produce wealth, but that also signalled the end of capitalist states. In fact, the seeds of destruction were embedded in the means of acquiring wealth.


The black figures who are remembered are only part of the broader story of a fight against exploitation. The connections between these various stories have been forgotten, because physical subjugation was accompanied not only by a rewriting of the oppressor’s history but also by a shaping of the story of the oppressed. Robinson examines the way certain stories have been overlooked—even those that were uncovered by respected scholars long before transatlantic slavery. The renowned historian Herodotus, for example, recalled encounters with Ethiopians and with the Colchians, who he thought were descended from the Egyptians.4 Those encounters, in Robinson’s analysis, are missing pieces that although recorded by historians have remained largely untold in the modern and contemporary Global North. Using the example of American slavery, Robinson also demonstrates how early European travellers recorded the social, cultural and agricultural systems they saw in areas in West Africa; nevertheless, by the eighteenth century the narrative of unsophisticated ‘Negroes’ was shaping colonists’ ideology. Robinson notes that ‘the destruction of the African past’ was a process that went through various stages.5 For example, naming played a crucial role in the process of erasure. ‘The construct of Negro, unlike the terms “African,” “Moor,” or “Ethiope” suggested no situatedness in time, that is history, or space, that is ethno- or politico-geography. The Negro had no civilization, no cultures, no religions, no history, no place, and finally no humanity that might command consideration.’6 Robinson remarks that ‘the creation of the Negro, the fiction of a dumb beast of burden fit only for slavery, was closely associated with the economic, technical, and financial requirements of Western development from the sixteenth century on’.7 Africans who were valuable enough to be remembered were those who had been deemed exceptional.


The notion of exceptionalism is an interesting tool with which to understand history. It is used in history writing to shed light on histories that intersect with class, gender, religion, race and so on. A pitfall of the term is its suggestion that one story, circumstance or character is better than another. Yet as Philippa Levine contends, these comparisons can make room for transnational and cross-cultural analyses that may help to build bridges between different stories and countries, bringing contradictory ideas together.8 The problem lies instead in the universalising aspects accompanying many comparative studies, which imply that we draw lessons from stories because of the guiding principles that are supposedly shared by all of us. Levine argues that exceptionalism sometimes attempts to ‘humanise’ a story, a context or a character, as exemplified by Niall Ferguson’s accounts of the British Empire. It can also ‘demonise’ a story, as shown through studies of dictators such as Hitler.9 Nonetheless, the appeal of the exceptional is undeniable if we are to believe the high number of books presenting their stories as unique accounts of specific regional, national or global aspects of history.


Exceptionalism is also a notion that plays an important role in studies of race, racism and race relations. Dienke Hondius has argued that exceptionalism was the last of the five patterns that shaped the European history of race and race relations. Hondius contends that Europe has shifted between ‘infantilization, exoticism, bestialization, distancing and exclusion, and exceptionalism’.10 While infantilisation posited that Africans and Asians were, in essence, children, it also brought with it the highly disputed idea of ‘paternalism’, whereby Africans needed to be taken care of or even saved from themselves and their peers—as exemplified by the justification of slavery by its supporters in Europe in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.11 Exoticism, on the other hand, related to the European fascination with difference and with black and brown bodies, minds and cultures. Equally important in the history of European hierarchisation of extra-European communities was the notion of bestiality, which worked in conjunction with the two previous alleged traits. Both the appeal of the perceived exotic body and the fear it inspired were intertwined with the question of bestiality. The African was equated with a wild animal, untamed and prone to violence. Associated with evil, Africans needed to be ‘domesticated’ if Europeans in contact with them were to feel and be safe. Undomesticated, they needed to be kept at a safe distance, preferably away from Europe.


Exceptionalism in this context needs to be envisaged alongside other aspects, such as the relationship between Africans and Europeans and the European gaze imposed upon Africans. Exceptionalism raises several questions about whose views have shaped one group’s trajectories and whose position with regards to race and racism determined the social status of certain African Europeans. Citing the African American novelist Richard Wright, Hondius notes that ‘racism is primarily a white problem because whites governed the conditions through which the discourse of race emerged and endures’.12


Grouping the lives of certain populations in one carefully packaged and recognisable word such as the term ‘Empire’, or resting one’s case study on the life of an individual, also helps us understand that exceptionalism encompasses specific and complex contexts. The recognition of these contexts allows for a rich analysis of crossroads and ruptures in historical accounts, as well as making room for the study of local and international trajectories. Exceptionalism can lead to a thorough analysis of the tensions between what has been forgotten and lurks on the outskirts of the discourse (those forgotten or untold histories), and how history is presented and transmitted for various social, cultural and, of course, political reasons.


Exceptional stories serve a purpose in the construction of identities. In the case of the histories of African Europeans presented in this volume, they are exceptional because they have defied obscurity to be included in European accounts. However, many of these stories already existed outside of European hagiographies. Some have been at the heart of accounts from Hebrew, Arabic, and Aramaic civilisations. A vast number of those stories inform us about the nature and legacy of encounters between various worlds. The following chapters move from well-known individuals who are often considered to have been exceptional, to contexts that have provided the opportunity for their recognition and even celebration. These stories follow a chronological order at times, but at others the narrative explores modern and contemporary experiences in a certain place before considering previous histories of people of African descent in the same country or city. The chronological approach helps us to understand historical changes across Europe and their impact on African Europeans at the time, or how these groups of people may have contributed to shaping later mentalities. The choice to focus on specific places, individuals or groups was dictated by the availability of sources and the relevance of these stories to contemporary questions about intercultural collaboration, identity and so on. The stories span from the third century to the twenty-first century. This volume is based on the scholarship of those who have been working on various aspects of the histories of people of African and European descent, and brings these studies together in a comprehensive and unique way that moves beyond a mapping of black presence in Europe to delve into questions such as identity, citizenship, resilience and human rights. African Europeans are defined and perceived as travellers. They are citizens of the world, which would lead some people to accuse them of being ‘citizens of nowhere’.13


Human rights and citizenship seem to be, at first glance, modern concepts. The rights of men and, later, women have been dependent on certain conditions from time immemorial. In Europe, the history of rights is heavily linked to political, economic and philosophical histories. From Ancient Greece to the Reconquista, the question of rights has shaped European history. But from the fifteenth century onwards it became a pressing matter as Europe slowly moved away from feudalism. With the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen in 1789, France was forced to acknowledge the shift that had taken place and the demands of the population for more rights and freedoms, and the rest of Europe rapidly followed. Particularly relevant in this history of human rights and citizenship is the question of the rights of extra-European peoples whose bodies had been deemed relevant only as wealth-building tools. Enslaved and African bodies, barely tolerated in European cities, brought to the surface the question of belonging, identity and freedom, as we will see in the next chapters. Africans enjoying a certain degree of freedom in Europe were considered to have earned or been granted their rights and privileges, and were therefore rendered exceptional, able to enjoy exclusive rights. Exclusivity in some instances required that they were welcomed by the majority group, but in other cases the acknowledgement of their existence did not ensure the acceptance of those African Europeans by all. Acceptance was sometimes achieved through a process that required them to renounce their heritage, or one of their parents. This, however, did not always lead to inclusion, as the experiences of numerous African Europeans in France demonstrated.


Questions of inclusion and acceptance are also linked to issues of citizenship and integration models for minority groups in Europe. France’s assimilationist model, for example, does not eradicate institutionalised racism, neither does it change the mentalities of racists at an individual level. In fact, the French assimilation model is based on anti-racialist views. David T. Goldberg suggested that:


Antiracism requires historical memory, recalling the conditions of racial degradation and relating contemporary to historical and local to global conditions. If antiracist commitment requires remembering and recalling, antiracialism suggests forgetting, getting over, moving on, wiping away the terms of reference, at best (or worst) a commercial memorializing rather than a recounting and redressing of the terms of humiliation and devaluation.14


The experiences of African Europeans regarding the question of citizenship and human rights vary greatly and are informed by diverse historical, social, political and economic contexts. Linked to these ideas is a notion of identity that depends on variances across time and space in other notions such as race, heritage and culture. As a result, the terminology employed in this book varies too. It will use and quote terms such as Africans, Negroes, African Americans, African Europeans, mixed race, dual heritage, and so on, not as interchangeable and atemporal categories but as words that have significance in particular places and at specific times in history.


The term ‘African European’ is therefore a provocation for those who deny that one can have multiple identities and even citizenships, as well as those who claim that they do not ‘see colour’. It is also a daring invitation to rethink the way we use and read European and African histories and define terms, such as citizenship, social cohesion and fraternity, that have been the basis of contemporary European societal values. In addition, it challenges the use of such terms against various groups as exclusionary tools. African Europeans living in Europe are at the crossroads of several intersecting identities. It would have been equally adequate to use the term ‘European Africans’ to refer to people of African descent born in Europe, but most of them are defined by other groups or define themselves firstly through their connection with the African continent. That connection and identification will be further explored in these chapters. The aims of this volume are to understand connections across time and space, to debunk persistent myths, and to revive and celebrate the lives of African Europeans.


Chapter One establishes the connections between past and present through the story of encounters in the Mediterranean regions between the Romans and the Meroites, Egyptians and Ethiopians. These connections bring to the forefront the views of Christendom on Arab Muslim worlds and the dynamics at play in identity construction along religious and ethno-racial lines from 20 BCE to the seventeenth century. These dynamics allowed African Europeans such as Saint Maurice, the Queen of Sheba, Emperor Septimius Severus and other lesser-known individuals to navigate several worlds.


In Chapter Two we continue to travel in time along the Mediterranean, and discover that by the sixteenth century Southern Europe was characterised by a sizeable black population. Some of them, such as the first Duke of Florence Alessandro de Medici, reached prominence, while others lived their lives in subjugation. Although select individuals were free, the vast majority were enslaved and worked in rural areas of Italy and Spain or as house servants in wealthy households. Analysing the way various groups interacted in Renaissance Europe through the lives of Juan Latino and other, often unnamed, enslaved men and women allows us to understand how notions such as racism and racialism were constructed.


Chapter Three examines the lives of African Europeans in Western and Central Europe. Sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Europe continued to thrive through trade, and Western Europe’s involvement in the transatlantic slave trade and plantation slavery further shaped the relationship between Africa, Europe, and America. By the eighteenth century European competition for commodities and slave markets had shifted the nature of the relationship between Europe and Africa, as exemplified by the life of the Afro-Dutch minister Jacobus Capitein. The eighteenth century was a time at which black presence was severely controlled, and scientific classification of various species was employed in a bid to establish a racial hierarchy. It was also the era in which key figures such as Joseph Boulogne, Chevalier de Saint-Georges, emerged and challenged those classifications.


In Chapter Four, we turn our attention to those born in Africa with both African and European parents, and the role of black women in shaping identities. This chapter looks at gender roles and trading interests in coastal towns. It studies how several European merchants settled, made a fortune and left behind children of African European dual heritage. It also analyses the blurring of racial hierarchies and boundaries in places where European descent offered great economic and social advantages, as typified by the lives of the Signares in Gorée and Saint Louis in Senegal, and of Ga women in Ghana. In addition, the chapter examines the legacies of these histories in contemporary Danish societies.


Chapter Five takes the territories of Brandenburg as an example of historical amnesia and looks at the processes that have led to the remembering and then forgetting of the region’s past and have thus allowed Germany to portray itself as ‘unblemished’ by the slave trade. The German colonisation of Africa and Cameroon is, however, well documented, and these links provide us with the opportunity to assess the histories of African Europeans such as Manga Bell. African European histories are transcontinental, and it is important to see how they are intertwined with the stories of key African American and Caribbean-, Senegalese- and German-born individuals.


Chapter Six assesses the journeys of African Europeans in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries by comparing the experiences of Afro-Italians and the Afro-Swedish, particularly regarding the question of citizenship. The chapter continues its exploration of the stories of African Europeans by considering well-known individuals, such as Abram Petrovich Hannibal and Aleksandr Pushkin in Russia, and demonstrating that connections with Africa did not bring about a positive societal outlook on the question of race and interracial collaborations. The chapter ends with an example of resistance and resilience by African Europeans in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries through Afro-Dutch scholarly and grassroots activism.


Chapter Seven reflects on the way identities and identity markers function in contemporary Europe. The chapter brings together several notions, such as race, racism, racialism, citizenship, black radical liberation and activism. It looks at how gender, and Afrofeminism in particular, plays a crucial role in shaping African European identities. It also highlights the creation of organising spaces for healing and strategising in order to fight against social inequalities. This chapter sheds light on discrepancies in tackling discrimination within the European Union, as demonstrated by stop-and-search practice in Spain or the experiences of Afro-Greeks. It then recognises the extensive work done in Britain on the subject of African Europeans and the different ways twenty-first-century Black Britons fight against racial discrimination, inequality and marginalisation. The chapter ends by considering commonalities in the histories of African Europeans, and showing the ways in which they are embedded in transnational, European, African and American histories.


Just as they recover stories from the past of encounters, experiences and identity formation, these histories also inform us about the swift and creative ways various communities respond to negative perceptions about people of African descent in the Global North in the twenty-first century. Today, African Europeans continue to build transnational and transcontinental alliances that are powerfully inclusive. African Europeans from Generation Z have shown an appetite for reviving the empowering stories of their ancestors. They are actively seeking these pockets of knowledge by engaging with virtual learning, online debates, social media, and so on. They are also generating new narratives of resilience and diving into activism, from pushing for action on climate change, gender equality, and LGBTQ rights, to dismantling racism, islamophobia, antisemitism and other forms of discrimination.


This energy and active participation in driving forward social justice has reached a new height with the overwhelming global response to the police killing of African American George Floyd in May 2020. The mass demonstrations led by Black Lives Matter and consequent debates about racism have highlighted both the need to expand knowledge about the histories of people of African descent and the urgency with which we must revise the teaching of colonial history in the Global North.


African Europeans is a response to these needs. It aims to provide multiple histories as a starting point to learn about the past and to dismantle racial oppression in the present. The book demonstrates that cross-cultural engagement is a powerful way forward to combat discrimination. Most of all, it is a celebration of long histories—African, European, and global—of collaborations, migrations, resilience and creativity that have remained untold for centuries.




1


EARLY ENCOUNTERS


FROM PIONEERS TO AFRICAN ROMANS


Modern-day Ethiopia presents us with various stories of exile or migration that date back centuries. However, scholars and students are more familiar with stories related to either empire and colonisation or Ethiopia’s role in the world wars. Among the latter are stories of the Italo-Ethiopian wars. The exile of the emperor Haile Selassie is an example of a colonial story which became a European local story—relating in this case to the city of Bath in England in the second half of the twentieth century. Italian and Abyssinian forces entered into combat in October 1935, and the capital of Ethiopia, Addis Ababa, was invaded by Italy’s fascist troops in 1936. The ruling emperor, Haile Selassie, was forced to leave his country the same year and stayed abroad until 1941. Selassie settled in Bath and made a home in the city for a few years. One could contend that, for a while, he became an adopted African European. His attachment to the city was such that he gave his home, Fairfield House, to Bath for use by the local community when he went back to Ethiopia. This positive example of Afro-European collaboration is well remembered in Britain, in particular by the British Rastafarian community in Bath and beyond.1 This community, along with people living near the house, has been highly involved in preserving Haile Selassie’s home, history and memory. However, the links between modern-day Ethiopia and Europe—Italy in particular—were established long before nineteenth- and twentieth-century colonial wars. This story started with the relationship between Meroe and Egypt, specifically between Ethiopian queens and Egypt’s Roman governor, in 23 BCE.


Histories of the ancient Nubian kingdom of Kush and its capital, Meroe, clearly demonstrate that many of the encounters that took place centuries ago between Europe and Africa were far from peaceful. The Greek geographer Strabo of Amaseia (c. 62 BCE–24 CE), author of a seventeen-book Geographika which covered the history and topography of thousands of places, is one of few narrators whose work provides us with detailed accounts of the relationship between the Kushites and the Roman Empire. One of Strabo’s most notable contributions in this respect concerns the Candaces or Kandakes (often known as Queens of Ethiopia), who fought against Roman invasion. In one of his volumes, he gives a striking account of how the Roman Gaius Petronius moved to attack the city of Napata, the royal seat of the Candace, only to find that she had already left for a more secure stronghold.2 Accompanied by an army of thousands of men, the Candace launched an attack on the Roman garrison, but Petronius managed to prevent the invasion by entering and securing the fortress before the queen and her army ransacked the place. Local inscriptions have shown that this queen was in all probability Amanirenas (reigned c. 40–10 BCE). We learn through Strabo that the Kushites had threatened Roman holdings in Egypt; prior to this attack Amanirenas had, with the support of the Kushite prince Akinidad, defeated Roman troops in the city of Syene and on the islands of Elephantine and Philae. In response, Petronius had invaded the strong city of Premnis and taken a fortress before he was confronted with Amanirenas’s army.


What followed was an extraordinary series of negotiations, in which the Kushites sent ambassadors to engage with the Romans. Petronius demanded that the statue of Caesar that had been toppled be repaired, and eventually the Kushites capitulated. They finally signed a peace treaty in 21–20 BCE. These encounters demonstrate that the Roman Empire was well established in certain parts of the African continent, and one could contend that the inhabitants of these places were African Europeans. The episode with Amanirenas also shows that the balance of power was not always tilted towards the Roman Empire.


As far as gender roles are concerned, the stories of the Candaces challenge certain assumptions. The Candaces had always valiantly protected the Meroitic kingdoms as fiercely as kings. Although the term ‘Candace’ refers to the mother of the heir to the throne or to a royal wife, these women were warriors in their own right. Beside Strabo’s accounts of Amanirenas, other stories are found in the writings of Greek historian Dio Cassius and in the Romance of Alexander.3 Amanirenas was by no means the only Candace who fiercely protected the integrity of her kingdoms. The subsequent Candaces of Kush, Amanishakhete and Amanitore, followed in her footsteps.


These stories give us an insight into the way the relationship between Europe and Africa was built over time in areas where there was no strict delineation between the two continents. The term ‘Europe’ was used by merchants, soldiers and scholars to refer to their travels in various areas corresponding roughly to our modern understanding of the continent. It appeared in the sixth century BCE, and it included the regions around the Aegean Sea. The word ‘Africa’ has many possible etymologies, but one of the earliest uses dates back to 146 BCE, when the term appeared as ‘Africa Proconsularis’. It referred to a Roman province in today’s Tunisia, Algeria and Libya. The dispute about the etymology of the word matters because the term is thought to have come from a tribe that lived in the north of the continent, now Libya; if this is true, the hypothesis presented by various scholars, including Flavius Josephus, about the Latin or Greek basis of the name is ideologically dubious and Romano- or Grecocentric. Irrespective of such debates, the trade, war and political collaboration through which the populations of these continents came into contact with each other all defined their geographical borders. They shaped the journeys of the various historical figures in this volume.


When we examine the history of these places and their peoples, the question of otherness that is present throughout this study takes various forms. Otherness and othering played a role in delineating geographical spaces. The regions known as the Latin West, which included north-west Africa, Gallia and Italia, comprised several Muslim societies. Yet by the eleventh century, these societies had been grouped into entities that obscured their diversity of beliefs and social practices. Geraldine Heng notes that although names such as Agarenes, Ismaelites, Moors and Saracens were used to refer to Arabs, Christian Arabs were not defined in the same way. As time went on, the term ‘Saracen’ survived and came to be associated with negative traits.4 Heng contends that those categorised as Saracens because of their religion did not respond in kind and homogenise all Christians, but instead recognised the diversity of regions and societies dominated by Christianity. ‘Islamic historiography in Arabic and other languages, it seems, continued to specify territorial, national, and ethnoracial differences when they referred to Europeans as “Romans, Greeks, Franks, Slavs,” and so on’.5


The next step towards racialisation was the attribution of specific characteristics to groups of people. This was achieved with the assertion that the birth of Islam was based on a lie and the prophet was ‘a cunning, deceitful, ambitious, rapacious, ruthless, and licentious liar’.6 As these traits characterised the prophet, all Muslims allegedly shared such negative attributes. Accounts of this nature circulated around the Mediterranean.7 By the eleventh century, Muslims were presented either as horrifying animals, as in the French epic poem La Chanson de Roland, or as prone to indulging in shameful sexual exploits.8


Those who defined themselves first and foremost as Christian also perpetuated a narrative that informed racialisation. Crusaders, as Heng notes, carried a banner that symbolised their attachment to Christ. They perceived and defined themselves as the ‘Christian race’. The step from racialisation through religion to othering based on skin tone also took place in literature. Heng provides an edifying example with a Middle English romance, The King of Tars. In the story, a fair princess is forced to convert to Islam and marry a Muslim king. The child born from the union turns out to be an inhumane monster, only saved and physically transformed through baptism. The father, who is defined as black, also becomes white after baptism and decides to convert his subjects.9 Intermarriage was not an entirely fictitious practice. It was only in the second half of the eleventh century that marriages between European Christian noblewomen and Muslim kings became less common. However, Christian slave women were still kept in harems, so customarily that five Nasrid sultans of Granada had mothers who were enslaved Christians. Most of these women had been enslaved either during Islamic conquests or through a slave traffic which specifically sought white-skinned women.10 Slave traders came from very different regions: the Vikings enslaved and sold Irish people, the English traded in human beings with the Franks, and the Venetians sold people from Central Europe. Some of these enslaved people ended up in the regions along the Mediterranean, with a large number taken to Egypt.11 The notion of African Europeans therefore takes on a different meaning when we consider the provenance and trajectories of all the people included in this group.


During the same period, Europeans also provided boys originating from Central Europe, Eurasia and the Caucasus to Dar al-Islam. Those boys were raised to be integrated into the military forces, which were composed predominantly of enslaved people. They were known as the Mamluks. In time, they became members of an elite group who could buy their own Mamluks and marry slave women who had originated from their own land or the daughters of other Mamluks, thus creating a ‘military race’.12 Heng demonstrates that premodern Egypt was dominated by Muslim Circassian Mamluks. Within a couple of centuries, they became the rulers of Egypt and enforced a strict delineation between themselves as a unique category of people from the Caucasus and other ethnic groups, forbidding marriages across these racial lines. The usefulness of Mamluks was undeniable. They were ruthless warriors and ethnically distinct, and their presence was encouraged in modern Egypt. Fifteenth-century travellers provide accounts of Mamluks from Hungary, Germany and Italy living in Cairo.13 However, those Mamluks by their existence blurred the racial markers that tend to characterise Europeans and Africans. They were, in today’s terms, white African Muslims of European descent.


Mamluks were not the only soldiers who broke barriers and influenced multiple worlds. The legend of Saint Maurice provides an interesting lens through which to further understand human geography. By the third century CE, Roman presence in the Thebes region had been strengthened by the incorporation of conquered populations into the Roman army. Their influence extended south, and the legacy of this era takes various forms. The figure of Saint Maurice is particularly revealing in this respect. One of the most famous images of Saint Maurice is a statue in Magdeburg Cathedral in Germany. The statue dates back to the thirteenth century, long after the birth of Saint Maurice in the third century CE.


Understanding how Saint Maurice became known as a saint sheds light on the formation of European hagiography. It also provides us with information about the place of saints in medieval art. Saint Maurice’s story was transmitted from generation to generation. He became a legend over the centuries, and yet historians have very few details about his early life before joining the Roman troops. It is thought that Maurice was born near present-day Egypt and enrolled in the Theban legion posted there, by what is now the Sudanese border. He was allegedly sent to crush an insurrection in Gaul as a commander of Roman troops, and was asked to ensure that his troops pay their dues to the god Jupiter before battle, as was required of all Roman soldiers.14 He initially agreed, but then changed his mind for reasons that may have been linked to religious freedom. The emperor Maximian sent troops to arrest Maurice and the most loyal of his soldiers. They were all executed in 287 CE. Maurice’s origins have been the source of extensive scholarship. Most volumes tend to look at the legend’s transformation over time, but a more modest number of studies examine its basis.


The starting point of the story is a letter from Eucherius, bishop of Lyon, to another bishop called Salvius, written around 450. Eucherius gave an account of Theban soldiers who had been killed in the Alps at the order of Maximian.15 However, the accuracy of the account has been challenged. Denis van Berchem notes that there was a soldier named Maurice of Apamea whose martyrdom in Syria was erroneously conflated with the suppression of the uprising in Gaul under Maximian’s reign. This story could have been confused with the story of Maurice of Thebes.16 Other explanations have been provided in the work of military historians. The Theban Legion referred to by Eucherius could have been misleading—he mentions Thebaei, which was the name of a specific Italian military unit in the fourth century.17 We also learn from Eucherius that the original story came from Theodore, who was bishop of Octodurum in the late fourth century. Eucherius had taken Theodore’s story and made it his own. Historians have suggested that the account of Maurice was a political story crafted by Theodore and aimed at encouraging people to rebel against usurpers.18 As far as the relationship with Thebes is concerned, inscriptions recording work carried out by Theban soldiers under the command of one Mauricius circa 367–75 were found in Egypt near Syene. It would not have been unusual for the same Mauricius, or Maurice, to be sent up north near to today’s Eastern Europe. The legend of Maurice spread up north itself, and reached the Rhine Valley. It became part of the region’s history.


To understand how the story travelled, we need to look at how political and religious aspirations changed the history of this region. The erosion of the Roman Empire and the invasion of Roman-ruled provinces by the Goths, Lombards and Franks were followed by a relative stability with the accession to power of Charlemagne in 800 CE. After Charlemagne’s death, his territories were divided into what was later known as France and Germany. In the south of the continent, King Frederick II—King of Sicily, self-proclaimed King of Jerusalem, and Holy Roman Emperor from 1220—was excommunicated three times by the pope. Yet he is also remembered as a cosmopolitan monarch who was said to have welcomed Jews, Turks, Arabs and Africans to his court. His tour of the Germanic region in 1234 is said to have caused a stir because of the noticeable number of African soldiers present in his army.19 Frederick even appointed the African Johannes Maurus as Lord Chamberlain for the kingdom of Sicily.20 Black musicians, servants and distinguished guests, alongside the legend of Saint Maurice, would have influenced and redefined the European gaze towards Africans at the time. African presence in European courts during the Crusades was modest in extent but consistent and long-lasting enough to be remembered and represented in various paintings. However, as Effrosyni Zacharopoulou has argued, this rather positive outlook on the influence of Maurice and other black people in European courts should not obscure another reality. The Pope and cardinals resented the fact that although individual scholars and esteemed guests accepted and recognised the power of the Christian church, Ethiopia resisted the influence of the pope; even Christian Nubia would eventually give way to the reign of a Muslim king supported by Mamluks in 1323.21


In the second half of the tenth century, representations of Maurice the African appeared up north under the reign of Emperor Otto I. The emperor, also known as Otto the Great, defeated the Huns at the Battle of Lechfeld in 955 and began a campaign of conversion that later took a significant turn with the foundation of the archdiocese of Magdeburg. By erecting a statue of Saint Maurice, Magdeburg Cathedral clearly stated that the place was a crossroads and a spiritual reference for the expansion and celebration of the Christian faith, as well as a powerful symbol of the status of the Roman church. Saint Maurice, now a patron of the Holy Roman Empire, was the mark of things to come. Beside religious and political considerations, Magdeburg was to be a central point for agriculture and trade. The figure of Maurice clothed in chain mail, an emblem of imperial insignia holding a reproduction of the Holy Lance, protected traditions embodied by European medieval knights. His African features did not pose any problems for contemporaries, as he was himself the expression of the common values across boundaries that were embodied by the strong Roman Empire. The popularity of the patron saint was so vast that the name Maurice became popular among the ruling elite, and first-born children were often named after him. Town centres and various other places also took on the name Maurice.22


In all depictions, Maurice is represented as an African and his features have been kept. Stefan Lochner’s altarpiece Dreiköni­gsaltar (c. 1440, Cologne), Rogier Van Der Weyden’s Bladelin Altarpiece (1452–55), and later on Albrecht Dürer’s Adoration of the Magi (1504) bring the story of the three magi together with the figure of Saint Maurice. In each of these paintings one of the three magi (either Caspar or Balthasar) has become a Berber, a moor or a black African. The veneration of the magi and that of Maurice are merged in Lochner’s painting, where an African is seen carrying a ‘Maurice Flag’.23 Balthasar appears as a black magus in several paintings, such as the work of Bartholomäus Bruyn the Elder and other masters, in the sixteenth century, while Saint Maurice appears again in Matthias Grünewald’s depiction of The Meeting of SS Erasmus and Maurice (c. 1520–25). The veneration of both Maurice and the magi continued and led to numerous local representations of these figures in German territories. Later, Magdeburg once again pushed boundaries by creating a bust of Saint Maurice’s imaginary sister, Fidis, under the leadership of Cardinal Albrecht in the second half of the sixteenth century.


These representations of origins, appearance and colour in medieval and early modern arts could be interpreted as an acceptance of otherness. Alongside such representations, the equation of blackness with evil seemed to be linked to ideas of morality rather than to black Africans. Yet this era saw a shift in perceptions. Scholars have argued that the notion of race that was defined in the nineteenth century was invented in the Middle Ages. David Theo Goldberg has contended that in the last part of the Middle Ages:


race was emergent rather than fully formed, incipiently invoked to fashion nation formation in the early moments of national elaboration as racial consciousness began to emerge out of—and later can be said to have taken over if not to have replaced—the mix of public religious constitution, the symbolics and architectonics of blood, the naturalizing dispositions—the metaphysics—of hierarchical chains of being, and the ontological orderings in terms of supposedly heritable rationalities.24


Other scholars have noted that a city such as Nuremberg, which saw a vibrant development in engineering, mathematics and navigation in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, was paradoxically governed by a relatively conservative religious interpretation of and approach to history. It was believed that the world was divided into several main parts that owed their existence to Noah’s lineage. Many thought, for example, that Noah’s son Ham, who saw his father’s naked body and was consequently cursed, was the forefather of North Africans. However, no links were made between his colour and the idea of inferiority. Dürer’s Head of a Negro (1508) and The Negress Katherina (1521) are artistic achievements because the artist managed to capture the nuances of expression of Africans, who had often been rendered different through the colouring of their features. Connections made between evil and blackness were striking, but evil characters were not necessarily depicted with African features in the sixteenth century.


Nonetheless, medieval Europe regulated the lives of those it perceived as ‘other’ and a danger to the majority group. The persecution of the Jewish community in the Middle Ages, for example, has been well documented. In England, a series of measures aimed at making the Jewish community more visible were passed. In 1215, the Church in England wanted Jews and Muslims to wear clothes that would differentiate them from Christians. In 1218, Jews were made to wear a badge. By 1222 they had to wear a revised version of that badge that had been crafted by the authorities in England, and by 1290 they were forced to leave England altogether. Alleged ritual murders of young Christian children were attributed to the Jewish community. References to those rituals were found in fiction, which was often conflated with reality and had dire consequences for Jews. In 1255, for example, ninety-one Jews were arrested and, under the order of King Henry III, one was executed following the accidental death of a young boy. The Jewish community were also othered through perception of their physical attributes, as represented in the King’s Remembrancer Memoranda Rolls.25
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